Father’s Day 2025 pm

“If You’re Not a Father, Be a Dad”

selected Scriptures

Father’s Day can be really tough for a certain group in the church: fathers. On Mother’s Day moms usually hear how great they are (as long as the preacher stays away from Proverbs 31—the “Barbie doll” Scripture that normal women can’t measure up to), but on Father’s Day the sermons are often negative, convicting men of their shortcomings and challenging them to do better. It can be the spiritual equivalent to a yearly physical exam where the doctor tells you to eat less and exercise more.

But Father’s Day can be really tough for another group in the church: men who are not fathers. Those of us men who have never had children of our own feel left out on Father’s Day. Oh, sure, we honor stepfathers and foster fathers and the like. I’ve even got a shirt at home that says, “Dog Dad.” But it’s still not the same.

So this Father’s Day I want to address the men who do not have children of their own. In no way do I want to suggest that you are less of a man because you do not have your own children. Not having children may have been your choice; it may not have been your choice. Either way, I have a simple message: If you’re not a father, be a dad.
That might sound like a contradiction in terms. How can you be a dad if you’re not a father? Allow me to introduce someone from Scripture who fits this bill. His name was Saul of Tarsus…you may know him better as the apostle Paul. Through his writings I want to reveal an important role men can have within the church as a spiritual dad, even if you do not have physical children of your own. Turn to 1 Corinthians 4:15-17,

Even though you have ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers, for in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel. Therefore I urge you to imitate me. For this reason I am sending to you Timothy, my son whom I love, who is faithful in the Lord. He will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what I teach everywhere in every church.
Paul first addresses the entire congregation in Corinth as their “father through the gospel.” Then in verse 17 he mentions Timothy, “my son whom I love.” This is not the only occurrence of Paul speaking of Timothy in these terms. In Philippians 2:22 Paul writes, “But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel.” He began his first letter to Timothy, “To Timothy my true son in the faith…” (1 Tim. 1:2) and his second letter, “To Timothy, my dear son…” (2 Tim. 1:2). He also refers to Timothy as “my son” in 1 Timothy 1:18 and in 2 Timothy 2:1. We know from Acts 16:1 that Timothy’s biological father was Greek, so Paul was not his father in the literal sense. Paul also called Titus “my true son in our common faith” in Titus 1:4, and referred to Onesimus as one “who became my son while I was in chains” in Philemon 10. Paul may have felt that way because he led these younger men to faith in Christ, but this is not certain.

How can you be a spiritual dad if you’re not a biological father? Tonight I suggest three ways to do this in the lives of those in our church family.

Be an Encourager

First, be an encourager. In another passage where Paul uses the image of a father in regard to his own ministry, he writes in 1 Thessalonians 2:11-12, “For you know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory.” This idea of encouragement is repeated throughout Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians, as seen in 1 Thessalonians 3:2; 5:11, 14; and 2 Thessalonians 2:16-17.

What does the word “encouragement” mean? In the French language, the word “encourage” literally means “to put the heart in.” The French word for “heart” is coeur, so to encourage means to put the heart (the coeur) into people. To discourage means “to tear the heart out.” Consequently the word encourage often carries with it the connotation of putting the heart back into people. This is precisely what Paul is doing in his letters to the Thessalonians, encouraging them (predominantly Gentile converts) to stay strong in the faith, to trust what he taught them, to stand strong against persecution, to do their best and trust God for the rest.
 

What does it mean to be an encourager? Chuck Swindoll calls this “exhibiting enthusiastic affirmation,” like a coach of a team cheering on his players.
 Often we think of the mom as being the encourager while the dad is the enforcer—the “bad cop” to mom’s “good cop.” (This is only magnified when mom says things like, “Wait ‘til your father gets home!”) While there are times an enforcer is needed—mom as well as dad—there are other times when the encourager is needed—dad as well as mom. Paul himself writes in Ephesians 6:4, “And now a word to you parents. Don’t keep on scolding and nagging your children, making them angry and resentful. Rather, bring them up with the loving discipline the Lord himself approves, with suggestions and godly advice” [tlb].

This applies to parents with their children, but it can also apply to adults in the local church with younger people. I remember one man in my home church, a former Marine complete with a crew cut. He was tall and had a booming deep voice that could be rather intimidating. But after a church service where the youth group did the various components of the service (guess who they had preach?) he came up to me and said, “Have you ever considered becoming a preacher?” To be honest, at that time I had not. I thought my life was going in another direction. But because of the great respect I had for him, I gave it consideration. I believe God used that as one of many ways to lead me in the path of ministry.

You don’t have to be a pastor to be an encourager! Caring relationships—not merely sermons—were the key to Paul’s ministry. And that principle applies to everyone in the church, not just to the pastor. “Lives touching lives” is what makes a church. Individuals can’t care for multitudes of people, but they can care for each other.
 The above passage highlights Paul’s individual ministry to “each one,” which is emphatic in the original Greek language.
 Be an encourager—a cheerleader—for one who needs it.

Be an Example

Second, be an example. There’s an old saying, “Do as I say, not as I do.” This does not fly in the Kingdom of God. Saying-but-not-doing in its multiplied forms and settings has always been particularly detestable in the eyes of the Lord. Jesus spoke to the crowd about the scribes and Pharisees in Matthew 22:2-3, saying, “The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach.” His indictment of hypocrisy reaches beyond religious teachers and includes all believers.

Paul, on the other hand, said in effect, “Do as I say and as I do.” He wrote in 1 Corinthians 4:16, “Therefore I urge you to imitate me,” and in 1 Corinthians 11:1,

“Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” In both of these verses he used the Greek term mimetes, from which we derive our English words “imitate” and “mimic.” When we mimic somebody, we act out what they’re doing; we follow their lead, trying to copy their actions.
 Paul calls on his converts to imitate him, but in the very act of saying this he points them away from himself. The reason they should imitate him is that he imitates Christ. His example points them to the Savior.
 That’s a big task! As Howard Hendricks put it, “I can still remember the first time I came across that verse. I thought to myself, ‘You’ve got to be kidding, Paul. I would never say that!’ My friend, whether you say it or not, that’s exactly what’s happening. People are following you. The question is, are you following Christ?”
 Remember that! People are following you…whether you realize it or not, whether you like it or not. The question is, where are you leading them?

In Philippians 3:17 Paul writes, “Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.” The phrase “following my example” translates the Greek mimetes as seen above. But the word “pattern” is a different term: tupos, from which we get the English “type.” The word originally meant “an impression made by a die.” We are to live so that our life would be like a “spiritual die” that would impress itself on others.

Paul told Timothy in 1 Timothy 4:12, “Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity,” and Titus in Titus 2:7, “In everything set them an example by doing what is good.” Even the best encouragement will fall on deaf ears if the one who gives it fails to live by it. If example does not follow encouragement, the one giving it will be viewed rightly as a hypocrite, and hypocrisy never promotes righteousness, no matter how sound and biblical a person’s encouragement may be.

Be an example—one whose life can be imitated by others, one that leaves an impression on the lives of those who follow us. As the father in my opening illustration this morning learned, we are being followed whether we know it or not. 

Be an Enabler

Finally, be an enabler. That word “enabler” has a negative connotation these days, usually associated with someone who enables the continuation of addiction by protecting one from the consequences of their actions.
 In this sense of the word an enabler is someone who responds to another’s problem by attempting to “take care of” the situation by making things all right.
 (This does not only apply to cases of addiction, though. Many parents raise their children this way, and it does not do the children any favors!)

Literally an enabler is one who provides another with the means or opportunity to achieve an end.
 Another term could be “equipper.” This is what the church is called to do. I like the way the English Standard Version translates Ephesians 4:11-12, “And He [Christ] gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ…” I believe this is the mission of the church and the purpose of the pastor. The pastor is more an equipper for ministry than a doer of ministry. (Some use the word “enabler” to mean equipping the saints for ministry.)

This is how Jesus trained His disciples. He had them watch Him as He taught and ministered, then He sent them out under His supervision to do it themselves, so that when He left to return to heaven, they were enabled to carry on His work. I liken the word “disciple” to “apprentice.” An apprentice is one who learns skills first by watching and listening, then by supervised hands-on practice, until equipped to do it on their own.

Paul did that with Timothy, Titus, and others, and told them to continue the practice. He wrote in 2 Timothy 2:1-2, “You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” This is how ministry is multiplied and how Christians grow. Take what you’ve learned, teach it to another, who can then teach someone else. That’s how you leave a legacy behind when you are gone.

You don’t have to have a Bible college or seminary education to do this. And you don’t have to have biological children, either! As far as we know, Paul never had physical children of his own, but he left a spiritual legacy that continues to this day! 

So, on this Father’s Day, if you are not a father, be a dad. Find someone in your family, neighborhood, or church, and pour yourself into them. Be an encourager, giving them courage and heart, building them up in a world that seeks to tear them down. Be an example, practicing what you preach, so they can learn by watching your life as well as listening to your lips. Follow Christ yourself, so that as they follow you they are actually following Him. But don’t do everything for them. Be an enabler, providing tools and opportunities so they can function on their own. 

They may not share your name, but they will carry on your legacy. And that’s something every man can appreciate.
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