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Mention of the concept of spiritual fatherhood has often been heard in our church over the last 

few years.  Is this a biblical concept and what does it really mean? 

 

There is a sincere and deeply felt need for true and honest relationships. I guess it is a universal 

need.  In our own church, however, I am sold out to encourage a practice of biblical 

relationships.  Too many pastors are alone, struggle alone, cry alone and lose the battle because 

of this. Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 says that two are better than one; if one falls down his friend can 

help him up and if two lie down together, they will keep warm. Though one may be 

overpowered, two can defend themselves. 

 

BE CAREFUL OF WRONG EMPHASIS 

 

In my research about the issue of fatherhood, I have come across a teaching wholeheartedly 

accepted by some while in fact it is wrong and biblically unfounded.  For example, some of these 

people teach that your spiritual destiny is wrapped up as “seed” in the loins of your spiritual 

father in the same manner as your physical being begins as seed within your natural father.  And 

anyone who does not find their father, like in the natural realm, is an “orphan” or at worse, a 

“bastard”.   

 

This teaching is going too far. Fatherhood in the Bible is a metaphorical concept. In other words, 

the Bible speaks figuratively. You cannot merely convey every specific from a natural father to a 

spiritual father. That is absurd. Only God is Father in an absolute sense. These people make the 

father-son relationship the most important principle in the kingdom.  Everything depends on it.  

To be blessed, they say, you need to stand in a relationship with a father. They liken this 

relationship to the anointing of Aaron.  When he was anointed the oil was poured on his head 

and ran down to his feet. According to this teaching the father is the head.  In other words the 

anointing comes to you via the father.  The father then becomes the channel for revelatory 

knowledge. 

 

This father figure becomes almost a mediator between God and you, a figure almost like Mary in 

the Roman Catholic Church. He becomes kind of a “spiritual guru”. They ascribe values and 

power to these “fathers” that belong only to God. 

 

To be blessed I need to stand in the right relationship with Christ. A spiritual father needn't have 

to mediate between God and me-1Tim.2:5. This teaching tends to make people dependant on 

others and makes you vulnerable for manipulation. Any teaching that makes one person 



dependant of another and creates a context that allows manipulation should be turned down.  

God’s purpose with the father-son relationship is to bring us to maturity. 

 

This teaching makes the “father” a ruler rather than a servant. Take note of what Jesus said in 

Matthew 20:25-28. Fatherhood is not a position for control, but a relationship intended for a 

special kind of service. 

 

Now let’s look at the biblical meaning of “father” and the fatherhood principle. 

 

“FATHER” IN THE OLD TESTAMENT  

 

In the Old Testament the word “father” was used as a title of great respect.  Therefore: “Honour 

your father and mother.”  This word also implied great affection and love.  The prophets were 

sometimes called “father”-see 2Kings 2:12. The rabbis were also called “father”. God is the 

ultimate and absolute “Father.” 

 

JESUS AS FATHER 

 

Jesus is nowhere in the Gospel's being called “Father”. But note Isaiah 9:6.  Yet more than once 

He calls His disciples “children”-Mark10:24; John 13:33; 21:5. 

 

Jesus makes a startling and surprising remark in Matt 23:8-12.The rabbis appropriated the title 

“father” to emphasize their authority.  This is one of the most important portions of Scripture in 

understanding the fatherhood principle. “Father” is not to become a title of authority amongst 

us.  Even in fatherhood we ought to serve one another - vs. 11. See also Matt 20:25-28.  

 

THE APOSTLES 

 

Apart from the reference in 1Cor 4:15, which was not meant as a title, but to explain a 

relationship, the apostles were nowhere called fathers.  However there are numerous examples 

of father-son relationships.  Several apostles called certain believers their “children”eg.-Peter in 

1Pet 5:13; John in 1John2:1, 3John4 and Paul in 1Cor 4:17, 1Tim1:2, Titus 1:4, Gal 4:19, 

Philemon: 10, Phil 2:22 + 1Thess 2:11. Paul even refers to whole congregations as his children-

1Cor 4:14+15, 2Cor 12:14+15. 

 

The relationship between Paul and Timothy presents perhaps the best example of a father-son 

relationship. An Old Testament equivalent may be found in the relationship between Elijah and 

Elisa.  It must be emphasized that spiritual fatherhood was never seen as a title but was used as 

a metaphor giving expression to a precious and much needed relationship and a principle that is 

thoroughly biblical. 

 

1 COR 4:15 



 

As this is the scripture most referred to, let’s look at it and see what we can learn from it. Paul is 

writing these words to believers with much spiritual pride. In this fourth chapter he emphasizes 

the principle of servant hood-especially by the apostles-vss. 1, 2, 7 and even 9.  In this context 

he speaks about fathers and children. In vs. 15 he compares fathers to instructors or guardians 

(Afr.-“tugmeesters”).  It’s important to say a few words about this term. 

 

Πάίδάγωγός 

 

Our word pedagogue is derived from this Greek word.  Originally it referred to the slave who 

took a child to school and back.  Later on it became common practice that an educated slave 

became the teacher/tutor/instructor who acted on behalf of the father when he was not 

available. It is obvious that this person can not be a perfect substitute for the father.  It was 

impossible for them to have the same measure of love and commitment than the father.  In our 

day a babysitter would very well fulfil the meaning of this term. The task of a babysitter is to 

take care of the children and keep them busy in the absence of the parents. It may be important 

but it is no substitute for the parents! 

 

A piercing question would be: How many pastors today are fathers and how many are 

Πάίδάγωγός? Who has stayed long enough in a community, produced enough spiritual children 

and loved them enough to qualify to call a whole local church my children like Paul did.  Or have 

we relegated ourselves to become mere babysitters/guardians? Paul says there are many 

“guardians/babysitters” but few fathers. May I challenge you to strive to become a father!  

 . 

Looking at 1Cor 4 we can identify a few basic facts about spiritual fatherhood. 

 

1.-Fathers have begotten children. Spiritual fathers achieve that “in Christ” and “through the 

gospel”-vs. 15. It seems as if there is a supernatural bond between a believer and the person 

who was instrumental in him/her becoming a child of God. It can be disastrous if a church who 

has had a” father” for years, substitute him with a “guardian/tugmeester”. One of the greatest 

mistakes in ministry is to send out a negative signal about a spiritual father in the presence of his 

children. Many pastors have made that mistake and were never able to recover lost ground.  

Ponder this statement for a few moments from your own experience. 

 

2.-A second characteristic that qualifies you as a father, is a genuine, divine, unselfish and 

consistent love. Paul called these very imperfect believers in Corinth his “beloved children/dear 

children/I love you/my geliefde kinders”.If you honestly love people enough and long enough 

they’ll become your children. Almost every time Jesus, John and Paul use the word “children” 

they combine it with the word “love”. 

 

3. - What is further expected of a father? According to vs. 14, a father can and must-when it is 

necessary-warn/admonish his children. He is the person who may expect accountability. 



According to vs. 16, the father is also the one to urge/ exhort /encourage/ cheer on.  That is 

typical of the role of a mentor. 

 

4.-As father Paul urges the Corinthians to imitate him. The saying goes: Like father, like son and 

indeed this is one of the great responsibilities and challenges to fathers.  Children tend to 

become like their fathers. There are few spiritual hazards that are more devastating to a 

spiritual child than when his father goes astray.  So, fathers need to model, keeping in mind that 

they have to model Christ-1Cor11:1. By the way, I think the two most beautiful words of 

appreciation and encouragement a father or mentor can ever hear, are: “I love you” and “you 

are an example to me.” 

 

5.-As an example of this principle, Paul refers to Timothy in vs. 17: “Timothy, my son whom I 

love.” Again, relationship between Paul and Timothy is a classical example of a father-son 

relationship.  

 

6.-A last important aspect from this scripture is the kind of life that a father should model. He 

says that Timothy will remind them of “my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what I 

teach everywhere in every church.” In other words, Jesus could be seen in his life. His life and 

teaching was consistent. “He walks the talk”. Life and teaching must be in harmony.  

 

Do you have a “Paul” in your life?  Is there perhaps Timothy that looks to you as a spiritual 

father?   

 

 


