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1. Introduction
Emphasizing the significance of the idea of the 
fatherhood of God in the Old Testament, David 
Tasker writes:

Although theologians have written about God 
the Father for centuries, the endeavour has been 
largely Christological, rather than a focus on the 
Father-God motif. Therefore there has been little 
apparent progress in understanding the concept.1

There are sixteen instances in which God is desig-
nated as Father in the Old Testament:

Deuteronomy 32:5
2 Samuel 7:14
1 Chronicles 17:13; 22:10; 28:6; 29:10
Psalm 68:5; 89:26; 103:13
Proverbs 3:12
Jeremiah 3:4-5, 7-8; 31:9
Isaiah 63:16 [twice]; 64:8

Zusammenfassung

Während die Vorstellung von Gott als Vater die neute-
stamentlichen Studien über Jesus und seine Nachfolger 
dominiert, hat das Vatermotiv Gottes, welches im Alten 
Testament verwurzelt ist und in der Epoche des zweiten 
Tempels vorherrscht, noch nicht genügend Aufmerksam-
keit gefunden. Das Konzept von Gott als Vater stellt eine 
weit gefasste Kategorie dar, doch im Alten Testament ist 
diese Vorstellung eng mit Israel verknüpft. Als Gott Israel 

aus Ägypten herausrettet, wird er quasi zum Vater für 
das Volk, und Israel wird sein Sohn (Exodus 4:22). Somit 
verbindet sich für Israel die Vaterschaft Gottes mit der 
Befreiung des Volkes durch ihn. Gott hat diese Bezie-
hung durch seine Initiative ins Lebens gerufen mit dem 
Zweck, dass Israel Gott dient und ihm gehorcht, doch oft 
sind sie ihm untreu. Ebenso wird Gott als der Vater der 
Könige Israels angesehen.

Résumé

Le thème de la paternité divine – à la fois Dieu comme 
Père de Jésus et comme Père des disciples de Jésus – 
occupe une place importante dans les études théolo-
giques du Nouveau Testament. En revanche, on s’est 
trop peu intéressé au motif du Dieu Père qui trouve ses 
racines dans l’Ancien Testament et a connu des déve-
loppements importants à l’époque du second temple. 
Le concept de Dieu comme Père est une catégorie sus-

ceptible de recouvrir un large champ mais, dans l’An-
cien Testament, il intervient en rapport étroit avec Israël. 
Lorsque Dieu libère Israël de l’esclavage en Égypte, il 
devient comme un père pour ce peuple et Israël devient 
son fils (Ex 4.22). Ainsi, la paternité divine est liée pour 
Israël à sa rédemption par Dieu. Cette relation a été ins-
taurée à l’initiative divine et dans le but que les Israélites 
rendent un culte à Dieu et lui obéissent – et néanmoins 
Israël lui a souvent été infidèle. Dieu est aussi considéré 
comme le Père du roi humain d’Israël.

summaRy

While the idea of God being the Father dominates New 
Testament studies in relation to Jesus and the followers of 
Jesus, the Father-God motif rooted in the Old Testament 
and prominent in the second temple period has received 
insufficient attention. The concept of God the Father is 
a broad category but in the Old Testament it is closely 

related to Israel. When God redeems Israel out of Egypt, 
he becomes like a Father to it and Israel becomes his son 
(Exodus 4:22). Thus, for Israel the fatherhood of God is 
linked to its redemption by God. This relationship began 
through God’s initiative and with the purpose that they 
will serve and obey God – yet Israel is often unfaithful to 
him. God is also seen as the Father of the human kings 
of Israel.

God the Father in the Old Testament
Svetlana Knobnya
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The same idea appears in Deuteronomy where 
God is also depicted as the Father who redeems 
his son Israel and carries him in the wilderness ‘as 
a father carries his son’ (Deut 1:31). The exodus 
motif is certainly present in Deuteronomy 32 
where Moses describes God as a Father who finds 
his people in the desert (verse 10) and leads them 
out (verse 12).7 Psalm 68 pictures God’s fatherhood 
in terms of provision for and defence of the needy; 
as McCann recognises, the language of exodus is 
used for the description (verses 4-6).8 The Psalm 
also mentions wilderness, the Sinai and the pos-
session of the land, and it uses the word ‘heritage’ 
to designate the land or the people (verses 7-9; cf. 
Deut 32:10). The needy ones here are Israelites 
and the provision God made for his people is his 
care for them in the wilderness. Thus, the idea of 
God being the Father is once again connected with 
the exodus motif.

Prior to the exodus, the Israelites cried out to 
God because of their slavery (Ex 2:23). The word 
used here for service or slavery is the same as the 
word for service and worship of God (abad).9 
When God liberates Israel, he points out that their 
destiny is to be free from slavery for the purpose 
of serving him who is implicitly their Father. God 
redeems Israel and calls his people to worship 
and serve himself (Deut 10:20). They are to be 
devoted to their God for they are redeemed ones 
of God (cf. Lev 25:38, 42-43, 55; Ps 107:2; Isa 
62:12). Accordingly, this redemption implies more 
than just the redemption of slaves from Egypt. The 
redemption is ‘emancipation and restoration of the 
enslaved to wholeness in relation to God’10 who is 
implicitly the Father of Israel. Before the exodus 
they were slaves or aliens in Egypt (Deut 10:18-
19) – now they are God’s son or God’s sons (Deut 
14:1-2; Isa 1:2) with the intention that they serve 
him. In something like ‘a formula of adoption’11 
Israel becomes the firstborn son of God; no longer 
a slave. God’s redemption of Israel sets the param-
eters for Israel’s identity in relationship to God 
who becomes their Father.

God’s redemption of his son Israel is also linked 
to creation language. In Deuteronomy Moses 
reminds Israel that God has redeemed them but 
that they have acted wickedly toward him although 
they were his children: ‘Is he not your Father, who 
created you, who made you and established you?’ 
(Deut 32:5-6; cf. Mal 2:10). Israel belongs to God 
the Father because God created and established it. 
The language of creating and establishing Israel is 
not meant to be taken in any physical or natural 

Maleachi 1:6; 2:10.2

However, the number of references alone can 
obscure the prominence of the idea in the Old 
Testament: It can be present without the word 
father being used. Some further passages con-
sider the relationship between God and Israel as 
a Father-son relationship in which God acts as a 
loving Father (Ex 4:22; Deut 14:1; Isa 45:11; 
Jer 31:9; Hos 11:1). The idea of God being the 
Father also emerges in the personal names of the 
Israelites (e.g. 1 Sam 8:2; 2 Sam 8:16).3 When 
God calls Israel out of slavery he becomes like a 
Father to it and Israel becomes his son (Ex 4:22). 
God liberates and stands for his people Israel, 
rescuing them from their woes, thus being their 
Father and Redeemer (Isa 63:16).4 As far as Israel 
is concerned, the fatherhood of God is linked to its 
redemption. This paper examines the Old Testa-
ment with a specific question in mind: How is the 
idea God the Father related to God’s redemptive 
purposes?

2. Father as Redeemer of the whole nation 
of Israel

Chris Wright notes that the concept of God being 
the Father of his people Israel is ‘far from lacking 
in their theological repertoire’.5 God is described as 
the Father of the whole nation of Israel. In Exodus 
4 God calls Israel his son with the intention to 
redeem Israel out of their slavery in Egypt. In his 
instruction to Moses God says,

Then say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the Lord 
says: Israel is my firstborn son, so I said to you, 
‘Let My son go that he may serve Me’’ (Ex 4:22-
23).

This implicit reference to God the Father occurs in 
the context of the particular historical event of the 
exodus, the deliverance of Israel from Egypt. John 
Durham vividly says that in God’s request to let his 
son go to worship his divine Father there is a ‘glim-
mer of the exodus itself ’.6 Although the whole 
earth belongs to God (Ex 19:5) he has chosen 
Israel for a special relationship with himself; Israel 
belongs to God as his son whom he rescues from 
slavery. This distinctive relationship between God 
and Israel, based on God’s redeeming them out of 
Egypt, remains an important subject throughout 
the Book of Exodus (Ex 6:5-6; 15:12-13; 19:4; 
20:2; 33:1). The relationship between Israel and 
God is sealed by the covenant into which God 
enters with Israel as his children (chapters 19-24).

•  svetlana Knobnya  •

140	•	EJT	20:2

The same idea appears in Deuteronomy where 
God is also depicted as the Father who redeems 
his son Israel and carries him in the wilderness ‘as 
a father carries his son’ (Deut 1:31). The exodus 
motif is certainly present in Deuteronomy 32 
where Moses describes God as a Father who finds 
his people in the desert (verse 10) and leads them 
out (verse 12).7 Psalm 68 pictures God’s fatherhood 
in terms of provision for and defence of the needy; 
as McCann recognises, the language of exodus is 
used for the description (verses 4-6).8 The Psalm 
also mentions wilderness, the Sinai and the pos-
session of the land, and it uses the word ‘heritage’ 
to designate the land or the people (verses 7-9; cf. 
Deut 32:10). The needy ones here are Israelites 
and the provision God made for his people is his 
care for them in the wilderness. Thus, the idea of 
God being the Father is once again connected with 
the exodus motif.

Prior to the exodus, the Israelites cried out to 
God because of their slavery (Ex 2:23). The word 
used here for service or slavery is the same as the 
word for service and worship of God (abad).9 
When God liberates Israel, he points out that their 
destiny is to be free from slavery for the purpose 
of serving him who is implicitly their Father. God 
redeems Israel and calls his people to worship 
and serve himself (Deut 10:20). They are to be 
devoted to their God for they are redeemed ones 
of God (cf. Lev 25:38, 42-43, 55; Ps 107:2; Isa 
62:12). Accordingly, this redemption implies more 
than just the redemption of slaves from Egypt. The 
redemption is ‘emancipation and restoration of the 
enslaved to wholeness in relation to God’10 who is 
implicitly the Father of Israel. Before the exodus 
they were slaves or aliens in Egypt (Deut 10:18-
19) – now they are God’s son or God’s sons (Deut 
14:1-2; Isa 1:2) with the intention that they serve 
him. In something like ‘a formula of adoption’11 
Israel becomes the firstborn son of God; no longer 
a slave. God’s redemption of Israel sets the param-
eters for Israel’s identity in relationship to God 
who becomes their Father.

God’s redemption of his son Israel is also linked 
to creation language. In Deuteronomy Moses 
reminds Israel that God has redeemed them but 
that they have acted wickedly toward him although 
they were his children: ‘Is he not your Father, who 
created you, who made you and established you?’ 
(Deut 32:5-6; cf. Mal 2:10). Israel belongs to God 
the Father because God created and established it. 
The language of creating and establishing Israel is 
not meant to be taken in any physical or natural 

Maleachi 1:6; 2:10.2

However, the number of references alone can 
obscure the prominence of the idea in the Old 
Testament: It can be present without the word 
father being used. Some further passages con-
sider the relationship between God and Israel as 
a Father-son relationship in which God acts as a 
loving Father (Ex 4:22; Deut 14:1; Isa 45:11; 
Jer 31:9; Hos 11:1). The idea of God being the 
Father also emerges in the personal names of the 
Israelites (e.g. 1 Sam 8:2; 2 Sam 8:16).3 When 
God calls Israel out of slavery he becomes like a 
Father to it and Israel becomes his son (Ex 4:22). 
God liberates and stands for his people Israel, 
rescuing them from their woes, thus being their 
Father and Redeemer (Isa 63:16).4 As far as Israel 
is concerned, the fatherhood of God is linked to its 
redemption. This paper examines the Old Testa-
ment with a specific question in mind: How is the 
idea God the Father related to God’s redemptive 
purposes?

2. Father as Redeemer of the whole nation 
of Israel

Chris Wright notes that the concept of God being 
the Father of his people Israel is ‘far from lacking 
in their theological repertoire’.5 God is described as 
the Father of the whole nation of Israel. In Exodus 
4 God calls Israel his son with the intention to 
redeem Israel out of their slavery in Egypt. In his 
instruction to Moses God says,

Then say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the Lord 
says: Israel is my firstborn son, so I said to you, 
‘Let My son go that he may serve Me’’ (Ex 4:22-
23).

This implicit reference to God the Father occurs in 
the context of the particular historical event of the 
exodus, the deliverance of Israel from Egypt. John 
Durham vividly says that in God’s request to let his 
son go to worship his divine Father there is a ‘glim-
mer of the exodus itself ’.6 Although the whole 
earth belongs to God (Ex 19:5) he has chosen 
Israel for a special relationship with himself; Israel 
belongs to God as his son whom he rescues from 
slavery. This distinctive relationship between God 
and Israel, based on God’s redeeming them out of 
Egypt, remains an important subject throughout 
the Book of Exodus (Ex 6:5-6; 15:12-13; 19:4; 
20:2; 33:1). The relationship between Israel and 
God is sealed by the covenant into which God 
enters with Israel as his children (chapters 19-24).



•  God the Father in the Old Testament •

EJT	20:2	•	141

drive them out before you, to accomplish what 
he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob. (Deut 9:5; cf. 7:9)

The land that is in view is of course the land of 
Canaan (Deut 1:38; 4:21; 4:38; 12:10; 16:20; 
25:19-26:1). The land is also the goal of the 
exodus. God now wants to accomplish what he 
had already promised to the patriarchs.

But although Israel holds possession of the land, 
it is only an alien or tenant in it (Lev 25:23; Jer 
2:7; Hos 9:3; cf. Gen 17:8). The prophets warn 
that Israel’s unfaithfulness to God would lead to 
exile and the loss of the land (e.g. Jer 7:1-15; Amos 
3:11; 7:11). The land continues to be the Lord’s 
and he can take it back if people become faithless. 
It is not the land itself but its theological mean-
ing as God’s promise and as an expression of the 
continuing relationship between God the Father 
and his people which has the greater significance 
for this discussion.16 This explains why the tribe 
of Levi has no share in the land, for their inherit-
ance is the Lord himself (Deut 10:9; 12:12; Num 
18:20-24). It also explains the Israelite custom to 
reflect their status as redeemed before God in the 
consecration of the firstborn males of every womb 
to God (Ex 21:29-30).17

The relationship between God and Israel as that 
between Father and son came into being through 
God’s initiative and for God’s purpose. That pur-
pose is that they will serve and obey God. The 
important issue of this relationship is Israel’s obe-
dience to God as part of their belonging to God 
(Ex 19:4-6). God’s chosen son is entrusted with 
the responsibilities of proper response and obedi-
ence to him. Israel’s obedience and following of 
God’s commandments are part of their covenant 
responsibility to him (Ex 19:4-6). Obedience is the 
major element of the covenant between God and 
his people in Deuteronomy. The author of Deuter-
onomy also refers to the true obedience to God as 
circumcision of their hearts (Deut 10:16); in the 
words of Peter Craigie, this metaphor describes the 
requirement that they would show ‘a wholehearted 
commitment in love, from which all other proper 
behaviour stemmed’.18

Israel is also to manifest God’s steadfast love 
to those who respond properly to God by loving 
him and obeying his commandments (Ex 20:6; 
cf. Deut 5:10). The Book of Exodus combines 
the imperative of how Israel must behave with 
the promise of what Israel will be among the rest 
of the nations.19 God reminds them to follow his 

sense. God is not the progenitor but the establisher 
of Israel as a nation and at the same time their lib-
erator.12 This concept is grounded in divine elec-
tion. God calls his people out, making them his 
own, adopting them for the purpose of serving the 
Lord. He alone is the initiator of the relationship 
with them.

A similar idea is present in Isaiah 64:7-8: 
Israel is the work of God’s hands. As their Father, 
Redeemer (cf. Isa 63:16) and potter (the same root 
as God forming Adam in Gen 2:7)13 God has the 
right and is able to shape Israel’s destiny and not to 
remember their sins. We see that the creation lan-
guage broadens the scope of God’s fatherhood and 
his redeeming activity. Tasker believes that both the 
legitimacy and the possibility of God’s fatherhood 
arise from his being Creator.14 One can conclude 
that God’s redeeming activity is both creative in 
nature and founded upon the fact that he created 
Israel.

When God redeems Israel, he calls it his firstborn 
son (Ex 4:22; Jer 31:9). Regardless of whether 
this means that other nations are also God’s sons,15 
the emphasis is on Israel being the firstborn son 
when God redeems them. Israel has a clear family 
relationship with God who takes care of them and 
leads them out of slavery. Moreover, their iden-
tity as the firstborn son is also connected with the 
idea that Israel is God’s heir or God’s inheritance. 
Israel as God’s inheritance and his special portion 
is affirmed in Deuteronomy:

You are children of the Lord your God… you 
are a people holy to the Lord your God; it is 
you the Lord has chosen out of all the peoples 
on earth to be his people, his treasured posses-
sion. (Deut 14:1-2; cf. 32:9)

In both Exodus and Deuteronomy the fact that 
Israel is God’s inheritance is expressed in contrast 
to the other nations, underscoring the prerogatives 
which God grants to Israel and which he promised 
to their forefathers even before the exodus (Deut 
7:7-9; 9:5; cf. Ex 19:5-6).

The author of Deuteronomy further expands 
the idea of God’s affection for Israel and his call of 
them. It is not because of Israel’s righteousness but 
because of God’s righteousness and faithfulness 
to Israel and because of the wickedness of other 
nations that God called them:

It is not because of your righteousness or your 
integrity that you are going in to take posses-
sion of their land; but on account of the wicked-
ness of these nations, the Lord your God will 
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which God grants to Israel and which he promised 
to their forefathers even before the exodus (Deut 
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especially loves those who obey him. How exactly 
God stays faithful to Israel in spite of its faithless-
ness and how he would bring them back to obedi-
ence are questions for further consideration below.

3. Father of the king and his offspring
While the major event of the exodus established 
God’s fatherhood and redemption of Israel as a 
nation, God as Father also continues to relate to 
certain individuals within the nation of Israel, 
especially to king David and his offspring (2 Sam 
7:14; 1 Chr 17:13; 22:10; 28:6; Ps 2; 89:26-27; 
Prov 3:11-12). The relationship between God and 
the king is described as the relationship between 
Father and son. In 2 Samuel 7:14-15 the Lord 
declares with reference to king David’s offspring, ‘I 
will be his father, and he will be my son… my faith-
ful love will never be taken away from him.’ In 1 
Chronicles 17:10-14 the idea of 2 Samuel 7 is reca-
pitulated with the divine purpose for David and 
his offspring. Solomon stands alongside David as 
elected by God (1 Chr 22:8-10). In Psalm 89:26-
27 God is as a Father to the king and his descend-
ants; they cry to God: ‘You are my Father.’ It is 
plausible that in this passage David’s designation as 
God’s son and firstborn (2 Sam 7:14; cf. Ps 2:6-7; 
89:27) legitimises him as Israel’s representative, as 
the embodiment of God’s covenant people, who 
is also called his ‘son’ and ‘firstborn’ (Ex 4:22). 
When Israel becomes a monarchy out of the sinful 
desire to be like the other nations, God appoints 
them a king (1 Sam 8:5) but this king is supposed 
to exercise a different sort of kingship from that 
of the surrounding nations. Their king is ‘limited 
by the character of God as revealed in his law’.22 
So when the king disobeys the commandments of 
God, God rejects him from his role as king (1 Sam 
13:13-14). A. Coppedge aptly writes, ‘From God’s 
perspective a king in Israel is the representative of 
God and not his replacement.’23

The king and the people under him must follow 
the Lord their God (1 Sam 12:14-15) and be obe-
dient to him (1 Chr 28:21). The king is to repre-
sent God’s lordship (1 Chr 28:5) and to carry out 
his commands (1 Chr 28:7). Both the king and 
the entire nation have the responsibility to obey 
God. In this regard Chris Wright argues that the 
king of Israel is not ‘a super-Israelite’ but ‘a model 
Israelite’ who sets the example of what it means to 
be an obedient son of God.24 Both the king and 
the whole nation under his dominion must serve 
God with the implication that they will be a ‘vis-

ways, all of his commandments, in order to extend 
the experience of his redeeming activity towards 
aliens and strangers. After all, they themselves were 
once aliens and strangers (Deut 10:19; 24:19-22; 
cf. Lev 19:34). God’s desire is that his name will 
be proclaimed in all the earth (Ex 9:16). In Deu-
teronomy God says that he wants Israel to be a 
model for the other nations so that they may see 
the greatness and nearness of God in them (Deut 
4:6-8; cf. Gen 12:1-3). In Isaiah too God’s faith-
fulness to Israel is a demonstration of his redeem-
ing plans in sight of all the nations:

The Lord has bared his holy arm before the eyes 
of all the nations; and all the ends of the earth 
shall see the salvation of our God. (Isa 52:10; 
cf. Isa 19:24-25; 51:4-5)

Isaiah recalls that God’s intention in making Israel 
his chosen son was not for the sake of Israel only. 
Israel is to be ‘the light of the nations’ (42:6). The 
role given to Israel has universal implications.

If they do not obey or if they act corruptly 
toward God, they are not his children (Deut 32:5-
6). But God is still their Father; Israel’s unfaithful-
ness cannot eliminate God’s faithfulness (cf. Deut 
32:35-42). Psalm 103:9-13 declares,

He will not always accuse… great is his love for 
those who fear him; as far as the east is from 
the west, so far has he removed our transgres-
sions from us. As a father has compassion on his 
children, so the Lord has compassion on those 
who fear him; for he knows how we are formed.

The psalm knows the compassion of God which 
is like that of a father and the unwillingness of 
God to remain forever angry at his people who 
committed sins. God is gracious and compassion-
ate, slow to anger, abounding in love (Ps 103:8), 
which recalls Exodus 34:6-7.20 The psalm depicts 
a loving and forgiving God who takes care of his 
people through an allusion to the exodus when 
God carried Israel like a father (cf. Deut 1:31). In 
spite of Israel’s transgressions (cf. Ex 32-34) God 
continually shows his steadfast love and righteous-
ness (Ps 103:6, 17). God’s fatherly compassion or 
mercy21 in forgiving sins is mentioned, though, in 
connection with those who fear him or those who 
are obedient to him (Ps 103:18; 30:5; allusions to 
Deut 1:31; Num 11:11-12). The psalm presents 
the tension between God’s instruction to be right-
eous and just on the one hand and on the other 
hand the fact that he is committed to a relationship 
with his people, loves them like a loving father and 
like a compassionate mother (cf. Isa 49:15). He 
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assume that God’s plan with the king failed. Why 
then does he promise an everlasting dynasty extend-
ing from David to secure a future of promise to 
Israel (2 Sam 7:5-16; 1 Chr 17:13)? The language 
of the Old Testament, especially in the Psalms, 
clearly expresses God’s faithfulness, love and cov-
enant which will never fail. Thus the idea of God’s 
continuous work through the royal dynasty and 
his promise to the patriarchs, and thereby the con-
cept of the monarchy, are affirmed.30 For example, 
Psalm 89 celebrates the promise given to David, 
his sonship and his responsibilities as son (89:26-
37). The emphasis in this psalm is on the eternity 
of God’s promise (Ps 89:28-29; 36-37). The psalm 
explicitly mentions God’s promise as a covenant 
(Ps 89:3, 28, 34, 39). It mentions God’s steadfast 
love which also occurs in 2 Samuel 7 and his faith-
fulness (which is Deuteronomic language) to the 
Davidic dynasty. This underlines God’s enduring 
rule through this line.31 In Psalm 2 God affirms his 
ongoing relationship with the king with the impli-
cation that he will have dominion over the nations 
(verses 8-9). At the same time, Psalm 89 pictures 
the destruction of the kingdom, the exile of people 
and the end of the Davidic line:

But you have rejected, you have spurned, you 
have been very angry with your anointed one. 
You have renounced the covenant with your 
servant and have defiled his crown in the dust. 
(verses 38-39)

This language reflects the experience of exile 
and its aftermath. McCann, analysing the psalm, 
points out that it probably reflects ‘the process of 
re-evaluation that led to an eschatological under-
standing of God’s reign… and the expectations 
of an anointed one (messiah)’.32 Even within the 
Old Testament, Psalm 89 and Psalm 2, according 
to Chris Wright, may have had messianic over-
tones pointing to the one like the son of David 
who would fulfil the expectations of reigning in 
justice and peace not only over Israel but over the 
other nations.33 In this way God will continue to 
act through his son, the king (cf. Jer 23:5). Gold-
ingay doubts the eschatological understanding of 
Psalm 89. However, outside the Psalter he does 
see affirmations of God’s commitment to the Dav-
idic line in Jeremiah 23:5-6 and Isaiah 55:3-5.34 
In any case, both psalms and these two prophetic 
passages point to God’s commitment to the Dav-
idic dynasty, to Israel and to God’s reigning in the 
world. The impression is that God the Father will 
provide the glorious future through the descend-

ible model to other nations’ (cf. Deut 4:6-8).25 
The same idea appears in Psalm 2 where God has 
a Father-son relationship with the king, defeats 
his enemies, makes him a great king in the world, 
and thus makes him a witness to God’s purposes. 
John Goldingay also sees here a form of fulfilment 
of God’s promise to Abraham that is expressed in 
blessings for Abraham and ‘all people who covet 
such blessings and in curses for who would belit-
tle him’ (cf. Gen 12:1-2).26 Thus, although the 
application of the word ‘son’ to the king seems to 
shift the focus from God as the Father of all Israel 
to God as the Father of one individual, the corpo-
rate element of God’s fatherhood remains, insofar 
as the king serves as the head and representative 
of the people.27 Thus, God remains the Father of 
Israel who redeems them and who takes care of his 
children, because he continues to have a covenant 
relationship with the whole of Israel even through 
their king (Ps 89:3-4).

Although Saul was the first king, God adopts 
and marks out not him but king David as his son 
(2 Sam 7:14), his special agent and a shepherd of 
God’s people:

I have given help to one who is mighty; I have 
exalted one chosen from the people. I have 
found David my servant; with my sacred oil 
I have anointed him. (Ps 89:19-20; cf. Ezek 
34:1-10)

God may chastise his son David but he will never 
cast him off as he did with Saul (2 Sam 7:14-15; cf. 
Prov 3:11-12). In Psalm 2:7 the king is addressed 
as ‘my son’ and the text refers to God’s ‘begetting’ 
the king. The language of ‘begetting’ is the same 
as in the case of the whole nation (Deut 32:6). 
God adopts the king and enters into a family rela-
tionship with him so that God can continuously 
work with him and through him with the whole 
nation. Perhaps the emphasis on the significance of 
the Davidic kings as God’s chosen ones was aimed 
‘at those circles which may have questioned the 
dynastic succession as well as the legitimacy of the 
house of David’.28 Nathan’s oracle that the Dav-
idic kingdom would endure forever before God (2 
Sam 7:15-16) retains its relevance for future gen-
erations.29 Jeremiah says that God will raise up to 
David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign 
wisely and do what is just and right in the land (Jer 
23:5-6). Thus the Davidic dynasty has a particular 
significance in God’s relationship with his people.

In reality, however, the monarchy failed to 
accomplish its purpose. This might lead us to 
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affirmed across the intervening centuries.
Like Isaiah, Jeremiah recalls the time when God 

delivered Israel out of Egypt, when he cared for 
them (31:1-6). Jeremiah implies that the appeal for 
mercy to God the Father reflects Israel’s tradition 
and their history that constantly illustrates God’s 
election and the redemption of Israel out of Egypt 
(Jer 31). Hosea also remembers the exodus: when 
God brought Israel out of Egypt he treated it like a 
child (11:1). Hosea uses the beautiful metaphor of 
a ‘father’ treating his ‘child’ with love to represent 
the relationship of God and Israel (11:1-3).36

The Old Testament refers to God the Father 
who redeemed Israel and to Israel as God’s son 
who disobeyed their Father. The disobedience of 
Israel is a major theme in Deuteronomy. Moses 
accuses Israel of having forgotten the fact that God 
is faithful and cares for his children (Deut 32:4-
5). He is their Father who created or formed them 
(Deut 32:6) – which recalls the language of God 
becoming their Father and Redeemer. Yet they 
behave so corruptly that they can no longer be 
called his children (Deut 32:5). Likewise Jeremiah 
declares that in spite of the fact that Israel was 
elected and placed among the sons of God, given 
an inheritance and patrimony among the nations, 
and came to call God ‘Father’, these privileged sons 
committed apostasy and became faithless (Jer 3:3, 
19-20). Instead of addressing God the Father who 
redeemed them out of Egypt (cf. Deut 32), they 
mischievously call objects their father and worship 
Canaanite idols:37

They say to wood, ‘You are my father,’ and to 
stone, ‘You gave me birth.’ They have turned 
their backs to me and not their faces; yet when 
they are in trouble, they say, ‘Come and save us!’ 
Where then are the gods you made for your-
selves? Let them come if they can save you when 
you are in trouble! For you have as many gods 
as you have towns, O Judah. Why do you bring 
charges against me? (Jer 2:27-29)

In similar vein in Malachi God is presented as a 
Father who merits honour, obedience and ongoing 
response but does not receive them:

A son honours his father, and servants their 
master. If then I am a father, where is the 
honour due me? And if I am a master, where is 
the respect due me? (Mal 1:6)

Malachi’s narrative discusses Israel’s unfaithful-
ness to God, reminding them that God establishes 
Israel:

ant of David. The prophetic writings may bring 
further insight into the idea of God the Father and 
his redeeming purpose.

4. God as a faithful Father in renewal
So far we have seen that the idea of God being 
the Father of Israel and of the Davidic kings is 
very important in the Old Testament. The idea 
that God redeems the king does not appear but 
the language of God electing and adopting the 
king and keeping a covenant relationship with him 
is present. Through the king as representative of 
Israel God relates to the whole people (Ps 2 and 
89). God, the Father who redeems Israel, contin-
ues to take care of his people by appointing a king 
who has to lead Israel in obedience to him. But 
how will God as Father continue to lead Israel in 
spite of their unfaithfulness? And how is he going 
to remain committed to the king and through the 
king? These are questions that still need our atten-
tion.

In the prophetic writings Isaiah explicitly con-
nects the idea of God ‘our Father’ with ‘our 
Redeemer’ (Isa 63:16). Earlier, in Isaiah 51:10, 
the prophet mentions that Israel has been delivered 
from Egypt. Although there the prophet does not 
explicitly speak in terms of a Father-son relation-
ship, he still uses the language of begetting and 
possession of Israel, saying,

But now thus says the Lord, he who created 
you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: Do 
not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called 
you by name, you are mine. (Isa 43:1; cf. Deut 
32:6)

In chapter 63 the prophet lists God’s actions in 
the past history of Israel. The precise events are 
not specified but, as J. Watts recognises, they can 
be both the exodus and the events of Sinai.35 God 
dealt with Israel with greatness, compassion and 
with covenant loyalty (Isa 63:7). Isaiah uses the 
language of redemption to describe that God by 
his love and pity redeemed, lifted and carried Israel 
(63:9), that he became their Saviour (63:8) and 
that he led them in the wilderness (64:13-14). He 
also implies God’s fatherhood when he calls them 
God’s children and his people (63:8, 11). Finally, 
in 63:16 Isaiah summarises who God is for Israel: 
he is the Father and Redeemer. The importance 
of these words is that if Isaiah has in mind God’s 
action in more than just the exodus event, then the 
idea of God being the Father who also redeems is 
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31:7). God’s faithfulness toward Israel in Isaiah is 
a demonstration of his redeeming plans in view of 
all the nations: ‘The Lord has bared his holy arm 
before the eyes of all the nations; and all the ends 
of the earth shall see the salvation of our God’ (Isa 
52:10; cf. 19:24-25; 51:4-5).

Isaiah also recalls that God’s purpose in making 
Israel his chosen son was not the interest of Israel 
only. Israel is to be ‘the light of the nations’ (Isa 
42:6). Moreover, the idea of God gathering others 
who are not his is clearly in the writer’s mind (Isa 
56:1-8; cf. Deut 32:21; Mal 1:11). Isaiah also 
says that God will bless other nations (Isa 19:25). 
In 65:1 Isaiah reinforces the same idea when he 
says that God will reveal himself to those who 
did not seek him or call on his name before. The 
overall context though, suggests that God actively 
offered himself to his people but they constantly 
disobeyed him. Thus their problems are not the 
result of God’s failure to listen to them but of their 
rebellion.41 The prophet shows God’s initiative in 
calling his people and his continuous concern and 
expectation for his people to come back to him 
who is the Father (Isa 65:1-8). He concludes that 
God will be revealed to the nations through his 
redeemed people (Isa 66:18-24). So we see that in 
Isaiah God’s fatherhood and his role as Redeemer 
are implicitly linked with the history of Israel, 
starting with his saving them out of Egypt and 
then out of Babylon, their disobedience and God’s 
persistent calling to repentance. Other connected 
ideas are that of the remnant and of Israel being a 
light to other nations, and, finally, God’s revelation 
to the nations through his redeemed people.

While in Jeremiah 3:19 the prophet laments the 
people’s idolatry in the name of God and expresses 
God’s disappointment about his children’s unfaith-
fulness, he also describes God’s desire to restore 
the people in the intimate relationship with him-
self. This relationship is suggested by the familiar 
image of a father and a son:

I thought how I would set you among my 
children, and give you a pleasant land, the 
most beautiful heritage of all the nations. And 
I thought you would call me, My Father, and 
would not turn from following me.
Jeremiah develops the theme of God’s restora-

tion as another glorious exodus in a way which is 
similar to Isaiah’s new exodus motif (Isa 35; 40:3-
5; 41:18-20; 42:16). Jeremiah expects the new 
covenant and he describes Israel’s restoration as an 
act of God as Father that transcends the exodus 

Have we not all one father? Has not one God 
created us? Why then are we faithless to one 
another, profaning the covenant of our ances-
tors? (Mal 2:10; cf. Deut 32:6; Isa 64:8)

In his narrative Malachi condemns the Israelites’ 
marriages with foreign women who do not have 
the same father/creator.38 This is a breakdown of 
the mutuality within the community that inevita-
bly leads to idolatry. Malachi interprets being faith-
less towards one another in terms of being faithless 
to God the Father who formed them. The thought 
that Israel has become unfaithful to God is also 
emphasised in Hosea (11:2; 13:13).

In spite of the theme of Israel’s disobedience 
there is a certain hope for restoration and new life 
if people return to God their Father. Deuteronomy 
brings assurance of God’s care for Israel and of 
Israel’s triumph among the nations (Deut 32:36-
38). Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel all attest to a 
future beyond the end of Israel’s disobedience and 
punishment. Isaiah understands the release from 
the Babylonian captivity as a new exodus and he 
uses the concept of God the Redeemer to describe 
it (for example Isa 41:14; 43:14; 44:6, 24; 48:20-
21; 49:7; 59:20). The exiles call upon God as 
Father in their present distress and they hope for 
a new redemption and a return to the land (Isa 
63:16). Isaiah conveys the idea that redemption 
has to do with restoring the relationship between 
God and Israel (Isa 43:1-7). He connects God’s 
redeeming action in the return from exile with 
the forgiveness of Israel’s sin and the removal 
of the effects of its sinfulness (Isa 43:25; 40:1-
11). On the basis of God being their Father (Isa 
64:8) his people ask God not to remember their 
sins (Isa 64:9). The Father who created them39 is 
taking care of them. They call upon God’s mercy 
and upon the forgiveness of the Father. Like Jer-
emiah, Isaiah pictures Israel’s rescue from punish-
ment with the image of a father’s forgiving love 
(Isa 64; cf. Jer 31:8-9). John Oswalt points out 
that in Isaiah God is not only ‘our Father’ but that 
his name, his reputation is inseparably tied to him 
being ‘our Redeemer’ from ancient times. This is 
the God who has been known to Israel.40 For this 
reason God cannot afford to let his son go unre-
deemed or be held in the bondage of their own sin 
and unrighteousness. Isaiah’s hope for the future 
restoration of Israel may not be for the whole of 
Israel, but for the remnant of the righteous within 
Israel; the survivors of the house of Jacob will 
be saved (Isa 10:20-22; cf. 1 Kgs 19:10-18; Jer 
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The Deuteronomic language here operates on a 
different level. The words ‘They will be mine’ and 
‘my special possession’ are not applied to all Israel 
but only to the righteous part that continues to 
serve God (cf. Mic 7:18; Isa 10:20-22; Hos 2:23). 
They will be his special possession. (Note the lan-
guage of inheritance that is applied to the whole 
Israel in Deut 14:1-2; 32:9.) God will renew his 
promise to those who fear him and who value his 
name.45

5. Conclusions
The idea of God the Father is developed with ref-
erence to his redeeming activity in the deliverance 
of Israel from Egypt when he elected and lifted 
Israel to the status of ‘son’ (Ex 4:22). Thus he is 
the Father and Redeemer of Israel in the exodus 
and during the intervening centuries (Isa 63:16). 
This relationship is sealed by the covenant into 
which God has entered with Israel as his children 
(Ex 19-24). The Father’s redeeming activity is also 
creative in nature and grounded in the fact that he 
formed Israel as a nation (Isa 64:7-8, Deut 32:6-
7, Mal 2:19). However, God’s purpose for Israel, 
to make it a special, holy nation, as his son, is far-
reaching: his ‘son’ Israel is to be obedient to God, 
to serve him, to be the light to the nations and to 
proclaim his name in all the earth (Ex 9:16). God 
as Father and Redeemer is understood in terms 
of his own righteousness (Deut 32:4). God’s spe-
cial relation to Israel and his promise is given not 
because of Israel’s righteousness but because of his 
righteousness (Deut 9).

God is described not only as the father of the 
entire nation of Israel but also of king David and 
his offspring. Although the idea of God as a Father 
who redeems the king does not appear, the lan-
guage of God’s electing and adopting the king 
and keeping a covenant relationship with him and 
through him – as a representative of Israel – with 
the whole people is retained. The important fact is 
that God the Father who redeems Israel continues 
to take care of his people by appointing a king who 
has to lead Israel in obedience to him.

Israel’s history as recorded in the Old Testa-
ment remains, however, a ‘sorry litany of unfaith-
fulness and rebellion’.46 When the prophets speak 
of the utter faithfulness of God, they also point to 
the fact that his son Israel is not obedient to his 
will, does not live in uprightness and righteous-
ness before him, and does not serve as light to the 
other nations. As the disobedience continues, the 

from Egypt in every way. As Thompson notices, 
Jeremiah’s words are reminiscent of the second 
part of Isaiah, in which the return from captivity in 
Babylon is depicted:42

They will pray as I bring them back. I will lead 
them beside streams of water on a level path 
where they will not stumble, because I am Isra-
el’s father, and Ephraim is my firstborn son. (Jer 
31:9; cf. Ex 4:22-23)

The idea of Israel as firstborn son and God as their 
Father is very important here and it evokes God’s 
leading of Israel, his son, in the time of exodus. 
Now he will renew with Israel ‘the same fatherly 
love he displayed in centuries past’.43

A similar theme can be found in Hosea. 
Although this prophet does not explicitly speak 
of God as Father, he does speak of Israel as God’s 
child who, in spite of all God’s compassion, love 
and mercy, refuses to obey God (Hos 11:1-8). 
Hosea continues to articulate the mercifulness of 
God, the Father of Israel, who redeemed them out 
of slavery (11:1) and protected them in the wilder-
ness (9:10; 11:3-4). Hosea especially claims that 
God will renew his relationship with his people. 
He writes that God would make his own people 
those who were not his own before,

I will show my love to the one I called ‘Not my 
loved one.’ I will say to those called ‘Not my 
people’, ‘You are my people’; and they will say, 
‘You are my God.’ (Hos 2:23; cf. Isa 65:1)

The Deuteronomic language of God’s special rela-
tionship to Israel (‘they will be mine’ and ‘my spe-
cial possession’) reappears in Hosea (1:10; 2:23) 
where it applies to the Israelites who are scattered 
around in the world of pagan religions and being 
influenced by them.44 Hosea condemns the peo-
ple’s idolatry, proclaiming God’s covenantal love 
for Israel and summoning the people to repent-
ance and return to God (2:8, 18-19). He brings 
the message of hope that God will renew the cove-
nant that was broken by Israel’s infidelity. They will 
again become children of the living God (1:7, 10).

Eschatological expectations in Malachi also 
reflect later prophetic ideas:

They shall be mine, says the Lord of hosts, my 
special possession on the day when I act, and I 
will spare them as parents spare their children 
who serve them. Then once again you shall see 
the difference between the righteous and the 
wicked, between one who serves God and one 
who does not serve. (Mal 3:17-18)
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