
Chapter Twelve 
 

 

To Know Him By Name 
ef 

An Intimate Look at the Names of God 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Janet Ables      ef     Kristin Miller 

 
Lulu Press, Inc. 

Raleigh, North Carolina, USA 



Abba:  Father 
 

 
 
 
 
 

For more information about this or other resources by these authors or speaking availability, 

please email jjables@sbcglobal.net. 

 

Published by Lulu Press, Inc. 

© 2011 by Janet Ables and Kristin Miller 

ISBN 978-1-257-85433-3 

 

Cover by Kylie Bennett, Atascadero, CA  

 

Except where otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in this book are taken from The Holy 

Bible, New International Version, copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society.  

Other versions used include:  

New American Standard Bible®, copyright © by The Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 

1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995. Used by permission. (www.lockman.org). 

The Amplified® Bible © copyright, 1954, 1958, 1962, 1964, 1965, 1987 by The Lockman Foundation. 

Used by permission. (www.lockman.org). 

THE MESSAGE copyright © by Eugene H. Peterson, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002. Used 

by permission of NavPress Publishing Group. 

Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2007. Used by permission of Tyndale 

House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, IL 60188 USA. All rights reserved. 

New Century Version®. Copyright © 2005 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights 

reserved. 

The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®, copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a publishing 

ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 



Chapter Twelve 
 

Abba: Father 
(AB-ba) 

“I will be a Father to you, and you will be  

my sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty.”   

2 Corinthians 6:18 

ef 

DAY ONE:  WORKING IN THE FAMILY BUSINESS 

The Hebrew word for father, ab, is used sparingly in the Old Testament in 
reference to God. To Israel, God was Yahweh, and though He is 
sometimes referred to as Israel’s Father, it is a little employed analogy. 
The idea of God as an individual’s father was never truly developed until 
the New Testament. There we find over 300 references to God as Father.   
 
The Greek form of father is pater and when Jesus used this word to refer 
to God, He consistently irritated the religious leaders of His day by what 
they saw as presumption. The first century Jew would never have dared 
to address their God as such. Jesus, however, starts young. Read Luke 
2:39-51 and note His first recorded words. 
 
 
 
 
 
Even Jesus’ parents were baffled. It’s unclear whether He confused them 
by not fully explaining Himself in the situation or merely by the cryptic 
reference to His Father. In the Amplified Bible, Luke 2:49 reads:  

“…How is it that you had to look for Me? Did you not see  

and know that it is necessary as a duty for Me to be in  

My Father’s house and occupied about My Father’s business?”  

What was Jesus communicating by these questions? 
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Beyond just introducing the idea of God as a Father in the relationship sense 
of the word, Jesus communicated that the Father and His business must 
have priority. Jesus understood there was work on the Father’s behalf to be 
done. Since both of these concepts were novel ideas to the first century 
Jewish mind, no wonder poor Joseph and Mary were a bit mystified by 
their Child. 
 
Years later, Jesus made His relationship with His Father a cornerstone of 
His ministry. In fact, Jesus referred to God as Father 122 times in the book 
of John alone. Besides miracles of all sorts, challenging new teaching on the 
Law of Moses, and of course His sacrificial death, it seems Jesus was on a 
mission to reveal God in a new and relational way.  
 
Remember, when Jesus began His ministry, Israel hadn’t formally heard 
from their God for 400 years. That’s an astounding amount of time! Given 
the fractured and distant relationship, it shouldn’t surprise us that 
although there are many references to God in a generic sense in the 
Gospels, there is a glaring absence of His Old Testament names and titles 
in these four books. Though God, of course, had not changed, His people 
were in desperate need of a fresh revelation. That was just was they got. 
 
Jesus sought to turn Israel’s understanding of their God on its head 
beginning with a simple claim that sounded a lot like those first words of 
His in Luke 2:49. Read John 5:16-18 and note what was just a little too 
much for the pious Jews to accept.  
 
 
 
 
 
Jesus’ critics noticed His use of the personal pronoun my. By using this 
word, Jesus clearly communicated a certain type of relationship with 
God. To make matters worse, Jesus implied that He and His Father were 
working together on the same project, again suggesting an intimacy that 
the Jews found presumptuous. The mission of that project is obvious to us 
in John 3:16-17, but how do these verses demonstrate this same type of 
cooperation between Father and Son? 
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The Father and the Son were both involved in opening the door of 
salvation. The Father’s requirements were met by the Son, and the Son 
was given by the Father to meet them. Just as we saw Abraham and Isaac 
go together to Mount Moriah to sacrifice in Genesis 22:6, so the Father and 
the Son went together to Calvary to save us. And just as the two 
collaborated to redeem us, they continue to work together to provide 
eternal security for us. Read John 10:27-30 and explain and the next page. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Though we may not think on it much, consider what this truly means. 
Think of it this way: 

“With such a double, divine grip what else can the believer  

be but eternally secure? All power and authority are  

represented by those joined hands.”1 – Herbert Lockyer 

No one can snatch you out of My hand…No one can snatch you out of My 
Father’s hand. Since we all have unique backgrounds, this truth will impact 
each one of us very differently. To some, this thought is an uncontested fact 
of their faith. To others, it touches something deeper and it may be more 
difficult to accept. What does this security mean to you? Elaborate on your 
thoughts in your journal. Acknowledge God’s ability to keep you eternally 
safe and ask Him to help you trust Him to do so. 
 
After His death and resurrection, just in case we didn’t get it, Jesus 
officially acknowledges that we join Him in this relationship with His 
Father. How does He indicate this to Mary in John 20:17?  
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Incredibly, the Father and the Son worked together to make a place for us 
in the family of God and continue to work together to keep us secure for 
eternity. 

“A Father to the fatherless, a Defender of widows,  

is God in his holy dwelling.” – Psalm 68:5  

 

 
ef 

DAY TWO:  THE HEART OF OUR FATHER 

The idea of God as a Father can be tricky for many of us. Our earthly 
models often fall short, and some have failed us so miserably that the idea 
of a “good father” is complete fantasy. Jesus doesn’t leave us to grapple 
with frustrating comparisons, though. He simply paints a picture, 
through a parable, of the character of our heavenly Father. And it’s quite 
a remarkable depiction. Often we read this parable focusing on the 
wayward son, but this time as you read, keep your eye on the father. 
Read Luke 15:11-32. What did the younger son demand and how did the 
father respond? 
 
 
 
 
 
How did the son’s misadventure pan out and where did he end up? 
 
 
 
 
 
When he “came to his senses,” what was the son’s realization and what did 
it indicate about his father? 
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It was as if the son suddenly remembered who his father was. Notice the 
son’s confidence. He believed that if he humbled himself and sought the 
forgiveness of his father, he would find help, even if in the smallest and 
most basic degree. To expect more than the minimum was unthinkable to 
the son because he understood the seriousness of his sin. His initial 
demand for the inheritance in advance was insult enough, but to 
squander it as he did would have been an appalling slap in the face to an 
ancient Middle Eastern father. The son was prepared to return and work 
for his keep. He would never have dared imagine what awaited him back 
home. What do you find most striking about their reunion? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The parable tells us that the father spotted his son while he was still a 
long way off. What does this suggest about the father? 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the father’s initial emotional reaction to the sight of his son? 
 
 
 
 
 
What does that emotion lead him to do? 
 
 
 
 
 
Think about the order of events. At what point does the son admit guilt, 
and how does the father act before and after this admission? 
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What might be the larger spiritual principle hiding here, and what does it 
reveal about our Father and His feelings regarding prodigals?  
 
 
 
 
 
There are so many elements about the homecoming that are incredible 
and the Storyteller knew it. But Jesus was seeking to make an important 
point. His audience would have been completely waylaid by the watchful 
eye, the compassion, the affectionate embrace and kisses, and of course 
the robe, ring, and fattened calf. But what may have shocked Jesus’ 
listeners most boils down to two little words: he ran.  
 
We simply can’t appreciate this without a cultural context. In short, 
Middle Easterners traditionally did not run, especially in public. Ever. To 
run, their long robes would have to be tucked up into their belt and doing 
so would have exposed their legs. This was considered not just 
undignified, but for a wealthy landowning patriarch, it would have been 
deeply humiliating. Ponder that for a moment. In a culture where honor 
was to be preserved at all cost, it’s a stunning picture. What do those two 
little words he ran really mean? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What a picture! What a triumph of love over deserved condemnation! If 
you have ever wandered far from home as a prodigal, appreciate this 
amazing story as being one of complete restoration at great cost to the 
father. But if we are studying the parable to gain insight about the father, 
we must remember that he had two sons: a law-breaker and a law-keeper.  
 
Check out Luke 15:1-2 and note the make up of Jesus’ audience for this 
parable …law-breakers and law-keepers, right? We’ve studied the first; 
what was the reaction of the “good” son when his brother returned?  
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In a world where honor and respect were paramount, a typical father 
would have publicly rebuked his older son for refusing to attend the 
celebration. What did he do instead? 
 
 
 
 
 
The son’s refusal to go into the feast was blatant disrespect that was 
intended to offend. Instead of following cultural norms that would have 
included a slap in the face and open reprimand, the father graciously 
humbled himself, approached his angry son, and sought to restore his 
family completely. Some of us are more law-keepers than law-breakers, 
and this too can lead to dishonoring our Father as the parable clearly 
reveals. Either way, take a moment and thank your heavenly Father for 
reaching out to you, not with what you deserve, but with unconditional 
love, compassion, and forgiveness. 
 
 
 

ef 

DAY THREE:  PATRIA POTESTAS  

The Latin phrase patria potestas means “the power of the father” and in 
the culture of first century Rome, to come under patria potestas was to be 
completely under a father’s control. This ensured, at the most basic level, 
protection, provision, and inheritance for a child. Unfortunately, not 
everyone had a father, and occasionally even those that did could suffer 
estrangement or abuse.  
 
Likewise, not everyone had a child. An affluent single adult who desired 
an heir might consider adoption. The most likely candidate to be adopted 
was an adolescent slave with whom there was already an established 
relationship.  
The concept of adoption was often used by the New Testament writers, 
Paul especially, to illustrate the reality of our spiritual acceptance into 
God’s family. Read the following verses and list any words and phrases 
that refer to adoption. 
 
Romans 8:14-17 
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Galatians 3:26 
 
 
 
 
Galatians 4:4-7 
 
 
 
 
Ephesians 1:5 
 
 
 
 
The adoption process under Roman law included three steps, all carried 
out in a public forum. The adopter was asked if he would accept the 
adoptee as his legal son. The adoptee was asked if he agreed to be 
adopted. Finally, the people, acting as witnesses, were asked if they 
would approve the adoption.  
 
Upon completion of the process, the adopted person started a completely 
new life and came into patria potestas, gaining all the rights of a fully 
legitimate member of the new family. The usefulness of this metaphor 
goes beyond these basics, however. The nuances of adoption neatly 
translate into our relationship with our adopted Father and His family.  

“In the most basic sense and in the most literal way, he got a new father… 

In adoption a person had to pass completely from one patria potestas  

to another. The patria potestas included owning all the [adoptee’s]  

property and acquisitions, controlling personal relationships,  

and having the rights of discipline.”2 – Sarah Julien 

Paul’s audiences would have understood all of this as fundamental to 
adoption. For us, however, there can be a disconnect. At times we forget 
that we, as members of God’s adopted family, by choice are in patria 
potestas. We struggle with what that really means. Sarah Julien continues 
and brings this concept into perfect clarity for us: 
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“All of our world comes under His power in the patria potestas. Our children, our property, the 

debts due to us and the offenses against us, our relationships, and our very thoughts are His to 

examine and sanctify.  

He also now has the full rights of discipline over us.”3 

Be honest. Have you considered lately that the debts due you and the 
offenses against you rightly belong only to your Father? Or, that your 
property, your children, and all your relationships are to be fully 
surrendered to His power? Perhaps there is something else you have not 
completely relinquished to the patria potestas. Perhaps, like me, there are 
many things you wrongly hold on to. Admit your struggle and ask your 
Father to help you put all your world under His control. 
 
Though we must allow our Father to collect on the debts owed us, the 
adoption process ensures that we are cleared of the spiritual debt we owe, 
the debt we could never pay, the debt of sin. How does Paul explain this in 
Colossians 2:13-14? 
 
 
 
 
 
Our adoption into God’s family was truly our only hope. But the benefits 
of adoption go far beyond the clearance of our debt. Just as in Roman 
times, once adopted we are given the “full rights of sons” which means 
we are heirs. What can we learn about our inheritance from 1 Peter 1:3-4? 
 
 
 
 
 
As if freedom from bondage to our sin debt and an inheritance awaiting 
us were not enough, there is more we are entitled to in our new family. 
What does Paul tell us in Romans 8:15-17? 
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Abba is the Aramaic word for father typically used by Jewish children as a 
term of endearment. Paul explains that instead of being enslaved to fear 
we, as adopted children, can cry out to our dear Father in times of need. 
By doing so, whose example are we following according to Mark 14:36?  
 
 
Inconceivably, it is again suggested that we are in fact brothers and sisters 
of Christ. Our adoption by the Father makes it so. How does Romans 8:29 
confirm this?  
 
 
 
 
Finish by meditating on 1 John 3:1-2. The crazy thing about our God is 
that everything comes back to love. While the Romans may have had 
some other motive for adopting a lowly slave and making him a son, the 
fact remains that our Father did it for love. 
 
 

ef 

DAY FOUR:  JOURNAL PSALM 65  

What amazing truths we uncovered this week! God is our Father. This 
truth is simple yet profound. We were chosen and adopted into God’s 
family and as such we can call Him Abba Father.   
 
Are you ready to get started on this week’s praise and worship psalm? If 
so, grab your journal and your Bible and turn to Psalm 65. Slowly and 
thoughtfully read through these 13 verses. As you read, allow yourself 
the luxury of meditating on any verses or phrases that stand out to you. 
Give yourself permission to sit and soak in God’s favor. You are His 
child. You belong to Him. 
 
David begins this particular psalm with a moment of silence. Sit quietly 
before God and allow Him to speak to you. Write verse 4 in your journal. 
Think about what it means to be chosen and brought near to God. As His 
child we live in and are satisfied with the goodness of His house. Spend a 
few minutes responding to this truth. 
 
In verse 5, David praises God for His awesome deeds. Since there is a 
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psalmist in all of us, write out your own praise and worship.   
 
Next David acknowledges God’s strength and sovereignty. Meditate on 
these two attributes of your God. How have you seen your heavenly 
Father exercise His strength on your behalf? 
 
According to verse 8, how does David anticipate us responding to God’s 
character? Let God know that you stand in awe of Him. 
 
Not only is God strong and powerful, but verses 9 through 13 remind us 
that God tenderly and abundantly cares for His children and His creation. 
As you read these verses make a list of the ways God has shown His love 
to you by caring and providing for you. 
Using word pictures, David describes how God’s abundant goodness 
causes the entire earth to respond with gladness and shouts of joy. End 
your time today with a declaration of joy and gladness. 
 
 
 

ef 

SMALL GROUP:  DOING LIFE TOGETHER  

As children of God, we are part of God’s extended family and we have 
countless brothers and sisters who are heirs with us. Hopefully, you are 
beginning to develop deep relationships with your sisters in your small 
group. Aren’t you glad you’re not an only child spiritually speaking? This 
week write a note to someone in your small group thanking her for being 
a sister in Christ. 
 
References to God as Father are few and far between in the Old 
Testament. However, the Gospels are full of terms that emphasize this 
aspect of our relationship to God. Isn’t it interesting that Jesus’ first 
recorded words in Luke 2:49 identified God as His Father? Why do you 
think Jesus might have wanted to emphasize this aspect of their 
relationship?  
 
In John 10:27-30 Jesus reassured us that because we belong to God’s 
family, no one can snatch us out of His or the Father’s hand. In what 
ways does this truth bring you comfort and security?  
We studied the parable of the Prodigal Son. As we studied we were 
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encouraged to focus on what the parable told us about the character and 
actions of the father. What did you learn about the father in this story?  
 
It seems we all know someone in our lives who is somewhat estranged 
from God. How does this parable offer you hope as you wait on the 
prodigal in your life to return to their Father? 
 
In this chapter we were introduced to the term patria potestas, meaning 
“the power of the father.” As our Father, God desires to exercise His 
sovereign power in every area of our lives. Is there an area of your life 
that you have difficulty relinquishing to His control? If so, share this with 
your group.  
 
Have someone in your group read Romans 8:14-17, Galatians 3:26, 
Galatians 4:4-7 and Ephesians 1:5. What did you learn about your 
position as a child of God from these verses? 
 
How does 1 Peter 1:3-4 describe our inheritance as children of God? 
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