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The Messiah: An Adult  
Advent Study
Introduction
The third liturgical title assigned to the newly coro-
nated king in Isaiah 9:6 is “Everlasting Father.” At the 
outset it is clear that the oracle is situated in a patriar-
chal society in which the father is at the head of the fam-
ily, clan, or tribe; exercises the most power; and has the 
most responsibility. To designate the king as “father” is 
to transfer the imagery of the family to the state, which 
of course suggests a hierarchical, patriarchal notion of 
power and authority.

The modifier “everlasting” signifies a reliable stead-
fastness through time and over the generations so 
that the phrase anticipates a reliable oversight of care, 
protection, and leadership. There are, in this familial 
domain, three things that are not surprising about the 
interpretation of the figure of faith in our text. First, it 
is not surprising that fatherly imagery, in a patriarchal 
society, came to be a compelling way to speak of God. 
Second, it is not surprising that the fatherly tasks of 
God were assigned to the king who is seen to be “Son 
of God.” Third, it is not surprising that such fatherly 
usage is awkward connected to Jesus who is the “Son” 
and not the “Father.”

Ancient Israel’s Appeal  
to God as “Father”
First, it is not surprising that in a patriarchal tradi-
tion the “father,” as the final supervisor and guarantor 

of family life, should become an image for God. In 
this way of thinking, God is the supreme father and 
therefore the progenitor (creator) of all that is. Thus 
the early church’s Apostles’ Creed affirms “God the 
Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth.” Already 
in Exodus 4:22 God speaks of Israel as “my firstborn 
son,” and surely it is a father who speaks. It is the same 
father who will later say, “Out of Egypt I called my 
son” (Hos. 11:1). And in the extended lament in the 
bereft circumstance of exile, Israel will address God as 
father:

For you are our father, 
though Abraham does not know us 
and Israel does not acknowledge us;

you, O Lord, are our father; 
our Redeemer from of old is your name.

Isa. 63:16

And God accepts that role and anticipates that his 
children will not betray:

For he said, “Surely they are my people, 
children who will not deal falsely”;

and he became their savior 
in all their distress.

vv. 8–9

That review of past graciousness serves as an intro-
duction for a passionate appeal to be made to God:
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Yet, O Lord, you are our Father; 
we are the clay, and you are our potter; 
we are all the work of your hand.

Do not be exceedingly angry, O Lord, 
and do not remember iniquity forever. 
Now consider, we are all your people.

Your holy cities have become a wilderness, 
Zion has become a wilderness, 
Jerusalem a desolation.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
and all our pleasant places have become ruins.

After all this, will you restrain yourself, O Lord? 
Will you keep silent and punish us so severely?

64:8–12

The father is likened to a potter, the one who deci-
sively shapes Israel. This father God is seen to be exceed-
ingly angry, but the assumed and affirmed kinship gives 
Israel hope that anger is not the 
last word. Israel can anticipate 
that the father God will do bet-
ter than that. Indeed, the petition 
ends in some wonderment and 
indignation; it is unthinkable in 
the family that the father will not 
be moved to act positively. Thus 
the appeal to fatherly love moves 
the rhetoric well beyond the judi-
cial to familial possibility.

That expectation that the father would move beyond 
anger to mercy is echoed in Psalm 103 and anticipates 
God’s readiness to relinquish anger for the sake of love:

He will not always accuse, 
nor will he keep his anger forever.

He does not deal with us according to our sins, 
nor repay us according to our iniquities.

For as the heavens are high above the earth, 
so great is his steadfast love toward those who 

  fear him;
as far as the east is from the west, 

so far he removes our transgressions from us.
As a father has compassion for his children, 

so the Lord has compassion for those who 
  fear him.
For he knows how we were made; 

he remembers that we are dust.
Psalm 103:9–14

The notion of divine compassion, moreover, attests 
that the imagery Israel finds adequate for God is not 
restricted to a one-dimensional patriarchal image. Thus, 
in Numbers 11:12, maternal images of birth, bosom, and 
suckling move in a motherly direction. The play on the 
terms “compassion” and “womb” in Isaiah 49:15 marks 
a motherly propensity on God’s part. We may conclude 
that Israel’s patriarchal imagery for God spills toward a 
maternal figure so that the father has a motherly inclina-
tion that makes hope for mercy credible and welcome.

Perhaps the fullest consequence of God as father is 
the remarkable affirmation of Psalm 68:5–6:

Father of orphans and protector of widows 
is God in his holy habitation.

God gives the desolate a home to live in; 
he leads out the prisoners to prosperity, 
but the rebellious live in a parched land.

God is praised (Ps. 68:4) because God protects wid-
ows and orphans, the most vulnerable in society, as 
well as prisoners. Thus the father God is attentive to the 
vulnerable and unproductive, a theological claim that 
is reflected in the Torah provision for widows, orphans, 
and immigrants. Israel is to care for and protect pre-
cisely those toward whom God is attentive.

The Task of the King  
Is to Do “Fatherly Deeds”
Second, it is not surprising that in royal liturgic theol-
ogy the fatherly claims that have been elevated to be 
markers of God should then be drawn down to become 
features of the king. In general, the king is to perform 
the role of God in society as a regent or surrogate for 
God. The king is charged with the duty of pastoral jus-
tice toward the poor and the needy. This is affirmed in 
Psalm 72:

. . . the father God is attentive to the 
vulnerable and unproductive, a theological 

claim that is reflected in the Torah provision 
for widows, orphans, and immigrants. Israel 

is to care for and protect precisely those 
toward whom God is attentive.
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Give the king your justice, O God, 
and your righteousness to a king’s son.

May he judge your people with righteousness, 
and your poor with justice.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, 

give deliverance to the needy, 
and crush the oppressor.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
For he delivers the needy when they call, 

the poor and those who have no helper.
vv. 1–2, 4, 12

Thus the royal function in Psalm 72 is parallel to the 
mandate to the gods in Psalm 82:

“Give justice to the weak and the orphan; 
maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute.

Rescue the weak and the needy; 
deliver them from the hand of the wicked.”

vv. 3–4

Like God (Ps. 82), like king (Ps. 72)! Protection of 
the whole family of the tribe is the work of God; deriv-
atively it is the work of the king. For this reason the 
new king coronated in Jerusalem is to be the “Ever-
lasting Father,” the one who guarantees the well-being 
of the family, clan, or tribe, and eventually the state. 
The covenantal language of Israel’s faith recognized 
that society cannot prosper and flourish unless there 
is responsible attentiveness toward the needy and the 
vulnerable. The failure of kings to perform this fatherly 

duty can only end in trouble for all parties. Thus in 
the programmatic indictment of Ezekiel 34, the shep-
herds (=kings) are severely reprimanded for failure in 
the royal office that has led to the “scattering” (exile) 
of Israel:

Ah, you shepherds of Israel who have been feed-
ing yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the 

sheep? You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with 
wool, you slaughter the fatlings; but you do not 
feed the sheep. You have not strengthened the 
weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not 
bound up the injured, you have not brought back 
the strayed, you have not sought the lost, but with 
force and harshness you have ruled them. So they 
were scattered, because there was no shepherd; 
and scattered, they became food for all the wild 
animals. My sheep were scattered, they wandered 
over all the mountains and on every high hill; my 
sheep were scattered over all the face of the earth, 
with no one to search or seek for them. (Ezek. 
34:2–6)

The shepherd kings have not been father to Israel but 
have engaged in self-indulgence to the neglect of the 
realm. The list of royal responsibility in Ezekiel 34:2–6 
is stated negatively. This is what the king has not done 
that is royal duty:

•	 Feed the sheep.
•	 Strengthen the weak.
•	 Heal the sick.
•	 Bind up the injured.
•	 Bring back the strayed.
•	 Seek the lost.

After the indictment, the prophetic oracle has God 
declare that God, God’s self, will now do those things 
the kings have failed to do. Now we get a positive 
inventory:

So I will seek out my sheep. . . .  
they shall feed on rich pasture 
on the mountains of Israel. I 
myself will be the shepherd of 
my sheep, and I will make them 
lie down, says the Lord God. 
I will seek the lost, and I will 
bring back the strayed, and I 

will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the 
weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I 
will feed them with justice. (Ezek. 34:12–16)

It takes no imagination at all to see that in a patriar-
chal society these are the functions of a father. Because 
the father-king has reneged, now the father-God will do 
what must be done. Only later in the oracle of Ezekiel 

The kings in Jerusalem were self-
indulgent to the neglect of the needy. . . .  
The “Everlasting Father” as king is the 
guarantor of shalom for the community.
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is there voiced the prospect of a new king who will 
indeed do the fatherly work of kingship:

I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant 
David, and he shall feed them; he shall feed them 
and be their shepherd. And I, the Lord, will be 
their God, and my servant David shall be prince 
among them; I, the Lord have spoken. (Ezek. 
34:23–24)

The anticipated king is assigned a crucial role, but 
it is a derivative role—prince, not king. It is as though 
the king (God) has in principle retained initiative and 
responsibility, but the prince (David) is dispatched pre-
cisely to do the fatherly work of restoration.

The kings in Jerusalem were self-indulgent to the 
neglect of the needy. Nonetheless the liturgy continued 
to hope and to function as a reminder of what is pos-
sible and what is expected from the royal office. Thus 
when the Isaiah oracle can identify the new king as 
“Everlasting Father,” it anticipates that the royal office 
will be reliable over the course of generations in order 
to assure well-being. The “Everlasting Father” as king 
is the guarantor of shalom for the community.

Jesus as “Son” Is Not Easily  
“Everlasting Father”
Third, it is not a surprise that the title of “Everlasting 
Father” does not work very well for Jesus, even though 
Jesus is the king who will restore to well-being. The rea-
son this imagery does not work for Jesus, of course, is 
that now it is God who is Father, and Jesus addresses 
God as Father. Jesus takes over Old Testament usage 
from the texts I have cited and identifies that title with 
what is likely the familial intimacy of “abba.” Thus, 
for example, the Sermon on the Mount is saturated 
with Father language referring to God. Thus God is 
addressed as Father in the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9). It 
is “your Father who is in secret” who is addressed in 
prayer (6:18). It is “your heavenly Father” who “knows 
that you need all these things” (6:32). It is “the one who 
does the will of my Father in heaven” who will enter 
the kingdom of heaven (7:21). The disciples are to be 
perfect, “as your heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48). 

In a curious note in Matthew, Jesus challenges three 
titles that are to be shunned in the early church: call no 
one rabbi; call no one father; and call no one instructor 
(Matt. 23:8–11).

These titles were prohibited when there was an 
excessive hunger in the early church for status and 
titles. Thus we can see that Father is a title of hierarchal 
force that may be appropriate to God as Father but not 
to the Son or to anyone else.

Twice from the cross, moreover, Jesus addressed the 
Father: “Father, forgive them; for they do not know 
what they are doing” (Luke 23:34) and “Father, into 
your hands I commend my spirit” (Luke 23:46).

This ready contact between Jesus and God, cast as 
father and son, is of course familiar in the legacy of the 
Trinity. The precise and careful language of the creed 
describes the identity and the distinctiveness between 
Father and Son; but there is no confusion: the Son is 
the Son and not the Father. Thus it scarcely works 
to imagine Jesus, king and Messiah, as “Everlasting 
Father.”

None of this is surprising:

•	 It is not surprising that fatherly imagery is found 
compelling in the tradition as a way to speak of God.

•	 It is not surprising that the fatherly tasks of God 
devolved to the royal office, the king being “Son 
of God.”

•	 It is not surprising that such fatherly usage ill con-
nects to Jesus, who is the Son who prays to the 
Father.

All of that seems straightforward enough.

Jesus as Father in  
an “Orphaned” World
Given all of that, there is indeed a surprise! Were the 
care of orphans left to the Father, the Son would not 
be in the orphan business. And indeed, in Psalm 68, 
the Father takes responsibility for orphans. But Jesus 
takes up that task that belongs to the Father! An entry 
point into this awareness may be found in John 14:18 
in which Jesus addresses his disciples concerning his 
momentary departure from them: “I will not leave you 
orphaned; I am coming to you.”

It is not uncommon usage that disciples without 
their master are said to be “orphaned.” But the usage 
stretches beyond that specificity to familial references 
and identifies Jesus in the role of family-making, family- 
protecting, family-generating father. Indeed Jesus 
would seem to be performing that same family-forming  
function in John 19:26–27 when he connects the “disciple 
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whom he loved” to his mother: “Woman, here is your 
son. . . . Here is your mother.”

His words guaranteed protection for his mother and 
fixed the responsibility of a son for his disciple. Jesus 
takes the role of father. If we need to justify this function 
in Trinitarian terms with reference to the persons of the 
Father and the Son, it is enough to recognize that all per-
sons of the Trinity share all the functions of the Trinity, 
for which the technical term is “perichoresis.” Separate 
functions may not be exclusively assigned to separate 
persons of the Trinity. But long before we get to such doc-
trinal formulation, it is clear that Jesus exercises familial 
responsibility like a father. In the Synoptic tradition, that 
is Matthew, Mark, and Luke, he famously invited, “Let 
the little children come to me” (Luke 18:15–17).

And in the Fourth Gospel, he addressed his disciples 
as “little children” (John 13:33). It is to the little children 
that Jesus gives his radical commandment in the inti-
macy of the family, that they should “love one another.”

Summary
It is, to be sure, a stretch to connect Isaiah’s phrase, 
“Everlasting Father,” to the person of Jesus. But if 
the father’s role as “everlasting” is to stretch reliably 

over the generations, then Jesus is indeed the car-
rier of the family promises. In the conclusion of Mat-
thew, his promise to his disciples is, “I am with you 
always, to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:20). In the 
rhetoric of Isaiah, that is a promise for all foreseeable 
generations. The paragraph in which Jesus utters his 
promise about those “not orphaned” includes an 
affirmation about the solidarity and identity of the 
Father and the Son: “Those who love me will keep 
my word, and my Father will love them, and we will 
come to them and make our home with them” (John 
14:23).

Jesus is in such close identity with the Father that 
he shares these functions. His love commandment is to 
enact the solidarity of Father, Son, and community. The 
“everlasting” part of it is that the church, over genera-
tions, has found the abiding presence of this fatherly 
God to be grounds for joy, for assurance, and for mis-
sional energy.
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