HABIT SEVENTEEN

Be Intimate with Your Heavenly Father

“How great is the love the Father has lavished on us,
 that we should be called children of God.” 

John 3:1

In this final chapter, we turn our attention to the intimate nature of our relationship with our heavenly Father. In considering intimacy with God, we maintain our respect, amazement, and awe at His glory, grandeur, and excellent greatness, yet add something else. If we only respect God in His greatness and awesome power, we miss an important view of Him. We must also consider His gentle, soft, and tender side — our view of Him (as Daddy) and who He wants us to be to Him (His own little boys and girls). You cannot be whole without balance. We must balance our perceptions of the strong and dynamic side of God by our grasp of His tender and approachable side if we want an accurate portrait.

I took a six-month sabbatical/mission trip to South Africa and India. During the trip, I conducted an experiment to learn increased effectiveness in ministry — I increased my daily amount of prayer time. Indeed, I became more effective in ministry. An unexpected result, however, was a new closeness to God. 

Two Aspects to God’s Greatness

During the four months in India, I was blessed with numerous occasions to introduce audience members to the two glorious thoughts mentioned in Chapter 13 (Grasp the Bigger Picture) — God is both big and near. If He were only big and powerful but not near and caring, He could help us but would not. If He were only near and caring but not big and powerful, He might be able to sympathize but He could not help us with our problems. It is the combination of His great power and His nearness that makes Him so wonderfully unique. This is extremely different from the Indian polytheistic concept of many violent and distant gods whom helpless humans try to placate to avoid evil. The fact that the true God is both big and near means that He both can and will help us.

Every time I shared these thoughts, my listeners responded with joy. I explained how God was not only big and powerful (able to help) but also near and caring (willing to help). My Indian listeners could easily note the contrast between the God of the Bible and India’s many gods. In discussing these profound theological truths about God’s power and willingness to help, I never used the words “transcendence” or “imminence.” Nonetheless, it was my intent to share these grand ideas in terms they could easily grasp — and the interpreter could easily translate.

That illustration sets the stage for a discussion of our intimate relationship with God as our Daddy. We cannot fully understand all God’s greatness by merely considering His creative power, majesty, wisdom, and perfect knowledge. There is another tender, intimate, and equally wonderful side of God’s greatness — He is also near, warm, friendly, tender, accepting, and approachable. We may have to change our perspective to appreciate this tender side of God, but seeing things from God’s perspective is what we want. As God gives us the ability to see things from His point of view, we should expect changes in our perceptions. If we view things from a new perspective — with God-given perception — we can appreciate the ideas in the following paragraphs.

A Unique Opportunity for a Paradigm Shift

Upon our return from India, I decided to take three days to be alone with God while my experiences abroad were fresh in my mind. I asked God to give me His own debriefing so that I could process what I had learned from Him through prayer. I also wanted to fully understand what I had learned about the process of learning through prayer. The increased power in preaching and teaching and new insights into old truths during the six months abroad were profound, and I did not want to slip back into my previous pattern. I wanted God to show me His priorities and value system. What was important and unimportant to Him? What was valuable and of no value to Him? What was worth pursuing and what should I hold in relative disregard? I determined I would adjust my own value system to conform more perfectly to His. I was seriously asking for a change in paradigm. The India trip was over and responsibilities in the United States had not yet resumed. I took advantage of this time “in between” to ask God for insight.

The Bible says, “Come near to God and he will come near to you” (James 4:8). From the use of the word “near,” we can assume that God wants a close relationship with us. He prefers that our relationship is close, not distant; soft, not hard; warm, not cold. He wants it to be friendly and intimate, not adversarial, resentful, or characterized only by things like awe, respect, fear, and reverence. Those responses are a natural aspect of a relationship with a Holy God. However, we miss an important part if we miss the friendly and intimate aspect. 

Perhaps my prayer to draw close to God fueled my own accompanying efforts to draw close to Him. Immediately, I began my morning times of prayer by imagining myself at the base of a raised platform on which God sat on His glorious throne. I would say something like, “Father, here I am in the midst of glorious splendor streaming from Your mighty throne. In all the light, brightness, color, shimmer, fragrance, and glory of this place and in the midst of the sound of multiplied voices singing, exclaiming Your greatness in praise so that the ground trembles with thunderous volume, I lift my voice in awe at Your greatness and majesty. I prostrate myself before You with my face on the ground, out of profound reverence and humility; I acknowledge Your superiority and exceeding greatness.” Imagining myself in God’s throne room and expressing myself in this way made my praise more real, conscious, and meaningful to me than merely saying the familiar words of praise I have used for many years.

After praising God in this way for some moments, I usually proceed to another step. I typically say something like, “And now with caution and awe, I lift my head from the ground to look on Your beauty and lovely face. I see You smile and nod to me. I receive it as Your invitation to ascend the steps and I approach Your throne. You are smiling and encouraging me to approach even closer. I climb up on Your lap, lay my head against Your shoulder, and, place one arm over Your shoulder and the other around Your neck. I whisper with deep feelings in Your ear, ‘Daddy, I love You. Daddy, I love you.’” After several moments of speaking intimately this way with God, I descend from His lap, throne, and platform to proceed with my normal routine of prayer and intercession for the day.

Some Advantages of 
Taking Time to Linger on Daddy’s Lap

During the six months of increased time spent in daily prayer abroad, I continued to draw closer and closer to God. It became easier to spend the increased amount of time in prayer each day. I learned to enjoy a more relaxed pace, moving from praise to prayer, lingering as long as I wanted on each point. I knew I was experiencing a spiritual change that continued upon my return to the United States. On the morning of January 2, 2003 — more than a week after my three days of debriefing alone with God — I proceeded to pray as described above with one major change: At the point in my prayer when I normally descended from God’s lap, throne, and platform, I had a deep longing to linger on God’s lap. I told Him so and He invited me to stay. I proceeded through the remainder of my prayer time staying on His lap, changing my vocabulary to be appropriate for a child speaking to his daddy.

It is easier to pray rote prayers when God is in heaven and we are on earth, or when we are in a crowd or distant from the throne. However, it is difficult, if not impossible, to pray in clichés when you are on His lap talking with your Daddy. Clichés can help us continue to say words when we are praying aloud, but they do not contribute to depth in the conversation. They can help make our prayers sound orthodox and acceptable to anyone else around, but they do not add to the meaning of the moment in private personal prayer. When talking with Daddy, you are forced to be real. You have to focus on what you are saying to convey something meaningful. When you envision yourself leaning against His shoulder talking intimately, it is extremely incongruous to be merely speaking oft-spoken phrases with your mind somewhere else. Every time I catch myself doing that, I am even more embarrassed than when my mind wandered when I was merely praying from my prayer place on earth. Going in your spirit before the throne of God makes mind wandering less likely. Climbing up on Daddy’s lap and talking directly into His ear makes mind wandering and clichés even more inappropriate. It is an awesome and holy privilege to be on His lap. When we speak in Daddy’s ear, every word uttered and every thought expressed takes on new depth and richness. The universe and the challenges we face back on earth are viewed differently from Daddy’s lap — everything looks different there. Problems appear very small, non-threatening, and easy to solve.

The Power of Words

Words communicate meaning. When we use words like holy, exalted, lifted up, high, mighty, glorious, and awesome, we honor God in His splendor — and rightly so. However, in the use of those words, especially if we exclusively use those kinds of words, we also may unconsciously place God at a distance. Jesus and Paul’s use of Abba (Mark 14:36, Romans 8:15, 16), however, helps us realize God is near. Abba means father or daddy in Aramaic, and Jesus’ use of that word, praying in the everyday language of the family, makes God seem nearer, even though Jesus’ Jewish contemporaries would have considered that disrespectful. Abba, as used there, could be translated “Daddy.” Jesus, faced with crucifixion on Calvary, used Abba in prayer in the garden of Gethsemane. Paul emphasizes sonship twice. In Romans, he says, “… you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children” (Romans 8:15, 16). According to Galatians, we are sons privileged to use that name. “Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father’” (Galatians 4:6).

A few verses in the New Testament quote Aramaic words and then translate them. For example, Jesus’ words on the cross, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?’ mean, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’” (Mark 15:34). The translation included in scripture removes the mystique from the Aramaic words. However, Abba remains un-translated in Mark, Romans, and Galatians. If Abba is the familiar name for father, it is too bad that it was not translated into the reader’s language as “Papa” or “Daddy.” This word, used as an intimate expression of little children to their own fathers, would have greater impact — its original and dynamic impact — on Bible readers. Instead, it was only explained in the margin or Bible dictionary. Unfortunately, leaving it in Aramaic — Abba instead of Daddy — lessens the impact of that word and the emotional feeling it could produce in the reader. It is a ministry of the Holy Spirit — the Spirit of Adoption — to assure us that we are sons and daughters of God. Older children call their fathers, “Dad.” On formal occasions, they might refer to them as “Father.” However, the use of Abba indicates God accepts us as His little children. He is available to be near and dear just like loving human daddies like to be to their little children.

In Habit 13 (Grasp the Bigger Picture), we discussed the courage factor. I mentioned there how I was positively affected by being able to call God “Dad” as a young missionary candidate preparing for his first term in the Orient. Knowing my heavenly Dad was going to always be with me gave me courage to face the unknown. That was a great step forward in my journey toward intimacy with the heavenly Father at that time. Subsequently, I have occasionally called Him “Dad” to my comfort and our mutual joy. However, words often have several different connotations. While “Dad” was more intimate than a Divine Creator high and lifted up on His great throne, “Dad” was the term I had used for my dad from probably about age 10 and older. I loved Dad and hugged him often, but the years of cuddling with him on his lap were over by then since I had become a bigger boy. Our hugs had become manly and full of bravado with frequent pounding on the back, etc. When I began to call God “Daddy,” it was a further step in becoming childlike, recognizing my weakness as opposed to His strength; His wisdom compared to my foolishness; His vast knowledge in contrast to my ignorance. It was another huge multifaceted conceptual step. God seemed be big and strong all over again while I became more aware that I was weak, dependent, uninformed, and foolish. Yet, simultaneously, I was close to someone I loved, trusted, and felt comfortable being affectionate with in a childlike way. I became deeply aware of a new aspect to a relationship that was already wonderful.

Jesus said, “… unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3, 4). To call God “Daddy” requires a childlike attitude. In this same vein, Jesus said to Jerusalem,” … how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing” (Matthew 23:37). Each of these metaphors contributes to our understanding of a close relationship in which the little one unhesitatingly runs to be close to and safe with the parent. Take “Daddy” from the one metaphor and combine it with “running to safety under the mother hen’s wing” from the other. It is easy to picture a little boy running to the lap of Daddy God, kissing and hugging His neck, and being hugged by the strong arm (wing) of the kind and assuring, protective father. This seems to be part of what happened in Jesus’ spirit in a time of great extremity revealing His humanity. He faced Calvary and wrestled in prayer concerning His struggle to do the will of the Father. It was then that Jesus called God, “Abba” — Daddy (Mark 14:36).

As we pray, we have no question about the ability of the powerful Creator to work whatever miracles are necessary to answer our prayer. The question is seldom, “Can God do this?” It is usually, “Will God do this?” The contrast between talking to the Creator and talking with Daddy is that the Creator could; Daddy would. Daddy has always been approachable, available, and willing. It was not the mother hen who wanted to maintain distance He was talking about, but rather the little chicks when Jesus said, “but you were not willing” (Matthew 23:37, emphasis mine). Jesus wanted intimacy. In other words, Daddy wants us on His lap. We are the ones who hesitate to enter into this kind of intimacy. Daddy answers prayer better than His little children can pray. Knowing that as we submit our prayers to Him, asking for His kingdom to come and His will to be done, Daddy will most certainly act favorably in our behalf. This reveals how praying to Daddy — in addition to addressing Him as the mighty and powerful God — adds the element of tenderness, love, and favor not readily grasped by the exclusive use of the distance-producing words of grandeur often used in prayer. The distance between sinners and a Holy God is, of course, created by the sin of the sinner. However, even after becoming members of God’s family, we may create distance between God and ourselves — either by our sin or our hesitancy to be intimate with Him — God doesn’t. Never will we approach Him only to find Him stiff-arming us to hold us at a distance. He is the awesome and great Creator; yet He takes particular delight in being our Daddy. He is infinitely more than just our Daddy; but He is also our Daddy.

I had a revelation on that day I first lingered on Daddy’s lap and continued through my prayer time calling Him and thinking of Him as Daddy. I discovered that by getting down from His lap, or, worse yet, never getting on His lap, I unconsciously created a distance between Him and myself. In the early stages of discovering these truths, I changed from the little boy on Daddy’s lap back to my adult role of professor and intercessor too soon. I had not remained a little boy — dependent, reliant, and admittedly ignorant of what was best. Being (or finally becoming) Daddy’s little boy revealed even more lessons.

The Others on Daddy’s Lap

Later, as I prayed for Char, I found I perceived her as a little girl who was also on Daddy’s lap. I found my prayers for her were much more tender, delicate, caring, and sympathetic. I wanted Daddy to hug her, strengthen her, and answer her prayers also. It was not difficult for me to begin to imagine many of Daddy’s little boys and girls romping, playing, or seeking solace there — all of them with hurts and problems Daddy could fix.

The idea of touching God may seem too intimate to you at first thought. This is even truer when we think of a lingering, familiar, or prolonged intimate touch. For further insight, consider one of God’s names. One of the Hebrew names of God in the Old Testament is El Shaddai which is generally translated “God Almighty.” The name could refer to “God of the mountain” or, originally, probably “breast.” Some say it means “many-breasted One,” graphically illustrating God’s abundant ability to nourish all His little boys and girls.

Char and I conducted a three-day pastors’ conference in Salur, a town in northern Andra Pradesh on the east coast of India. One afternoon while Char was teaching, I went for a walk through the vegetable section at the market. This section included an area for discarded vegetable pieces. A young family of pigs was eating and rooting noisily through the useless particles. This location must have seemed like pig heaven to them. The sow had a belly covered with well-supplied breasts, and the squealing, scampering piglets seemed to always want more nourishment. Fascinated, I watched for a while. The sow lay down on her side and positioned herself so that a whole row of hungry piglets could wiggle, squirm, and cuddle up to fountains of plenteous and nourishing sustenance. As I ponder that scene and again mix a few metaphors, I think of a loving Daddy, calling the little chicks under her wings, to find multiple sources of nourishment for many little boys and girls. How could the little ones enjoy, experience, or find that kind of comfort unless they were willing to cuddle, snuggle, and press close to flesh? Yes, God is Spirit and you cannot physically cuddle with Spirit, but the symbolism and metaphors (both from Scripture) allow for this mental image.

Is it proper to mix metaphors when discussing God and our relationship with Him? Jesus mixed metaphors in one sentence when He said, “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32). God is infinitely greater, bigger, and more complex than we are. Our relationship with Him has too many facets to adequately convey with just one figure of speech. While mixing word pictures, let’s throw in another one: “The name of the Lord is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe” (Proverbs 18:10). Given the complexity of the multifaceted relationship we have with God, we should have no problem with combining meanings — safety under mother hen’s wings; soldiers running from battle to the safety of a fortress, and the abundant provision for all the children of Abba — Daddy — who is also El Shaddai. Can you envision many of Daddy’s little boys and girls as his soldiers who occasionally getting roughed up in battle? They sometimes need nursing and healing — running to the protection of His strong and encircling arms to find nourishment as they press against, cuddle, and snuggle at His soft, warm, and nourishing supply? That is intimacy, and Daddy loves it.

What Will Daddy Do With Our Requests?

Another aspect of lingering on Daddy’s lap is the new and intimate perspective you gain about asking Daddy for favors. Any child who is confident in the arms of his loving Daddy is not afraid to ask his Daddy for what he wants. As I lingered on Daddy’s lap, I found myself going over the personal things I had asked for during the preceding months. However, as I used the intimate language of a child, the distant way in which I previously made the requests seemed cold and artificial. Therefore, to be consistent with the intimacy of my “new” location and the relationship I had with Him, I asked Daddy for the “cookie” of help with my work and the “cinnamon roll” of open doors of opportunity to serve Him. I mentioned each request using vocabulary appropriate for a little boy talking to his daddy. As you move from request to request in your prayer time, the effect of this paradigm will be to give you more confidence that Daddy is listening, and greater assurance that Daddy will take care of it. The conversation is very real.

Daddy’s Correction

Eventually, I arrived at the personal prayer request I had been making in those days: I wanted to be pruned so I could become more fruitful. Jesus taught that His Father was the Gardener and that “every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful” (John 15:2). I said, “Daddy, You are the Gardener. Please prune me, the branch.” 

God shows us many ways that He is our Father and that we are His children. One very real way he demonstrates His Fatherhood and our sonship is through His willingness to correct us. He shows us he is genuinely our Father by the correction He gives His children. Char and I taught our sons to say and mean, “Okay, Daddy” or “Okay, Mommy” when we were either instructing or punishing them. It is not enough for children to physically experience the correction we administer as parents; we want our children to willingly receive or embrace the correction at a spiritual level — not resent it internally while they endure it physically. 

These thoughts led me to approach Daddy, just as a willing child might surrender to the instruction and correction of his father. I said, “Daddy, realizing who You are to me and knowing I am safe in Your arms, as needed, correct me. I want to be pruned so I can be fruitful.” I did not say this because I am sadistic or masochistic. Pruning is the process through which a fruitful branch becomes more fruitful. I want to be more fruitful, and submission to the pruning of the Gardener — a correction from Daddy — is the biblical process through which a fruitful branch becomes more fruitful. In that moment of the closest intimacy I had ever experienced, I prayed, “Daddy, correct me.” I gained a new understanding of Hebrews 12:5-11, which I soon consulted to make certain my experience was true to Scripture. It was.

“And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: ‘My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son.’ Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.”

This is precisely what we need from Daddy.

The Bible says, “There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear...” (I John 4:18). We don’t have to be afraid of unfair treatment from our heavenly Daddy. No child likes correction, but children who love and trust the fairness of their fathers willingly accept loving correction. Those who willingly receive correction are more likely to be correct; those who are pruned are more likely to be fruitful. Course alteration — correction — is vital to arrive at our destination whether we are in a spaceship, steering down a highway, dribbling down the basketball court, or attempting to be our best possible self. To be all we can be, let’s accept our Daddy’s correction, though it would be even better to welcome it.

Here is the amazing benefit of this habit of being intimate with your Heavenly Father. If we are intimate with our heavenly Father, we become more trusting and open to the process of being pruned, corrected, and fruitful; we will hit the target; we will be all we could be; we become our best possible selves. Our positive and intimate relationship with God gives us a positive attitude toward His correction. Perhaps we don’t accept correction from just anyone, but surely we could accept it from our Daddy — who, not incidentally, is very wise. It’s been said that old dogs cannot learn new tricks. However, old dogs who are intimate with their Daddy can learn new tricks.

Ultimately, it is a compliment when God corrects his little child. The advantage God’s little children have that helps us accept His correction is that we are adults. Unlike children, we are mature enough to realize correction is a compliment. We know that the training is evidence we are dearly beloved children. We are privileged to receive this attention from our perfectly fair and loving Father.

Obtaining and Maintaining Balance

To think of God as only powerful and distant lacks balance. It is also inaccurate to conceive Him as a doting father with no requirements or controls who will always treat you like a spoiled child. The ideas in this chapter help us balance our view of God by portraying the tender, gentle, and personable side of His character. Even from our newly understood position on Daddy’s lap, we should still remember to revere our Holy Creator. However, if you have only revered Him as Creator and never sat on His lap, there is an emboldening and comforting aspect of your relationship with Him yet to discover. That discovery could be a great source of strength for you. 

When Elijah had a public “power encounter,” called fire down from heaven, defeated, and killed the prophets of Baal and Ashterah on Mount Carmel, he first “repaired the altar of the LORD which was there” (I Kings 18:30, emphasis mine). He did not need to build a new altar, nor did he use the altar in its broken down condition. This seems to be a good model for us when we want to perfect or further develop our ideas. When we learn new ideas, we don’t need to throw out all we knew or held dear. New truth should augment, enhance, and add new dimensions, depth, and understanding to old truth. We can add a newfound appreciation for God as our Daddy to our repertoire without discarding our existing understanding of Him in His might and majesty. Add your new appreciation of closeness and intimacy with God to your former confidence in His great power and strength.

We can apply the same principle to an individual application of each of the 17 habits in this book. We do not need to completely change our positions in any of the habits. Each habit holds the potential to enrich our current understanding. It would be our loss if we felt we had to agree with either, all, or nothing. The good news is that the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of truth, will teach us if we ask Him. Sort through the ideas and select those parts that will help you “repair” your altar. Be sure to hold fast the good ideas that have served you well thus far in life. The world has many different ideas about what God is like and what He requires of us. Even among Christians, there is a variety of opinions about this or that in the Bible. This is healthy given that God has created us with such variety. We each can find a group of Christians that closely expresses it as we see it.

Most Christians know we are not to completely fit into the world system. As Paul said, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2). In many instances, we simply do not realize the ways we are unconsciously influenced by the world’s value system. In this book, each habit hopefully nudges us away from conformity to the pattern of the world and toward the transformation made possible by the renewing of our minds. We want our minds renewed, our worldview transformed, and our outlook aligned with the values of the Bible. Our ultimate goal should be to become highly effective Christians — our best possible selves. God uses each one of us as much as we let Him.
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