
 
 

Don't Call Me Father? 
(from Mt. 23:8-12) 

 

A brief teaching  
Introduction 
There has from time to time been a rather strange teaching in the Protestant church that says 
spiritual leaders should not be called 'Father'. This is a teaching that appears in various non-
Catholic/Orthodox churches. Anyone from a Catholic tradition must think this is really strange 
stuff. As it happens I agree with them, but not because of any particular tradition.  

 

Good Exegesis or Bad? 
I have personally heard three Pastors seriously refer to this as a teaching that should be 
observed (one of them taught me at Bible school). Naturally they were mainly referring to the 
tradition of Catholic priests having the title of Father, and parishioners normally calling their 
priests Father. The problem I find with this objection is the same as usual. Namely, that when you 
look at the verse by itself, it does read like there is a problem, but only if you read Matthew 23:9 
by itself and ignore all the verses around it. Even though I enjoy proving a point as much as 
anyone, I could never do that to the words of Jesus. It is simply not acceptable to highlight one 
sentence and ignore the context of the section; that is very bad exegesis, or perhaps a total lack 
of exegesis. Often bad exegesis is blamed when the real problem is our bad attitude. If our 
attitudes inform or direct our exegesis we will normally find whatever we want to find at the 
expense of the truth. 

 

Such a Little Detail 
The difficulties are found when you take into account the before and after verses: 

(Mt. 23:8) "But you are not to be called 'Rabbi,' for you have only one Master and 
you are all brothers. (23:9) And do not call anyone on earth 'father,' for you have 
one Father, and he is in heaven. (23:10) Nor are you to be called 'teacher,' for you 
have one Teacher, the Christ. (23:11) The greatest among you will be your servant. 
(23:12) For whoever exalts himself will be humbled… 

Having now read the surrounding verses it's no surprise to find that on face value, there are some 
other titles (that are definitely not normally mentioned in any sermon) that we are not meant to 
use: Rabbi, Teacher, and Father. 

In today’s society (depending on your religion), these words could be translated as: 

 Rabbi, Reverend, Pastor, Father, Mufti, etc. 

…you are not to be called 'Rabbi,' for you have only one Master and you are all brothers. 

 Teacher 

Nor are you to be called 'teacher,' for you have one Teacher, the Christ 

 Father, or spiritual father 

...do not call anyone on earth 'father,' for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. 
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Unfortunately this last title has no definite association; therefore it can apply equally to a 
biological father or a father figure. It may be such a small detail, but the only problem with this 
third title is the fact that the verse does not actually talk about the father or father figure at all, it 
says to 'not call anyone on earth 'father'. When you think about it this would be an extremely 
stupid thing for Jesus to say, and since he was not in the habit of saying stupid things we have to 
assume there is more to it; therefore I must assume he is referring to the attitude of the caller. 

All references to this verse I have heard concentrate on the issue of priests having the title of 
‘Father', probably because people have noticed that Jesus actually agreed with the principle of 
honouring your father and mother, but in fact all these verses are clearly pitched at correcting 
attitude problems (not correcting titles). In this verse it is the problem attitude of the one that calls 
another 'Father'. After all, I can not imagine Jesus is saying you should not refer to your earthly 
father as father; what would be the point of saying that? There would also be no point in just 
substituting another word (like papa, priest, etc.) for any of the titles he referred to. After all, the 
meaning of words change to mean whatever we intend them to mean.  Finally I note that Apostles 
John and Paul both use the term father in their writings, and even Jesus used it when referring to 
Abraham. As a consequence we can assume that the title was not banned in the early church. 

Therefore I hope we can all (one day – eventually) agree that the issue is not about some 
legalistic and rather pointless practice of replacing one word with another. The context is 
all about learning to keep ourselves humble, and recognizing that we are all flesh and 
blood, and very mortal. Therefore we should not deify any earthly person, set them up on a 
pedestal, or set them apart as a spiritually ruler over us, because we are all brothers and 
sisters, we are all children of God, who is our true father, master and teacher. So then, 
God is our master and father, Christ is our teacher, and we should not allow any earthly 
person to block, confuse, or financially profit from that relationship. 

I could write a more academic word and context study of the above issue but really what is the 
point? The truth is simple if we want to see it. 

Amen! 
 

PP..  II..  EEddiittoorr  
©©  PPrroopphheettiicc  IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall    
 

 

SSeeaarrcchh  NNootteess  
Just for a change, I have assembled some of the useful research notes I collected while 
considering this subject. As you can see, there are more than twice as many words in the notes. 
This is not unusual, sometimes there is more than 5 times more. Even if you think you know your 
subject matter inside-out, it is wise to check it out, and find what other peals of wisdom might be 
hidden in the text and context. 

 

Father  
A Definition 

From:http://bibletools.org//index.cfm/fuseaction/Def.show/RTD/Easton/ID/1314 

From Easton's Bible Dictionary 

A name applied (1) to any ancestor (Deuteronomy 1:11; 1 Kings 15:11; Matthew 3:9; 23:30, etc.); 
and (2) as a title of respect to a chief, ruler, or elder, etc. (Judges 17:10; 18:19; 1 Samuel 10:12; 
2Kings 2:12; Matthew 23:9, etc.). (3) The author or beginner of anything is also so called; e.g., 
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Jabal and Jubal (Genesis 4:20,21; Compare Job 38:28). 

# As denoting his covenant relation to the Jews (Jeremiah 31:9; Isaiah 63:16; 64:8; John 8:41, 
etc.). 

# Believers are called God's "sons" (John 1:12; Romans 8:16; Matthew 6:4,8,15,18; 10:20,29). 
They also call him "Father" (Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 1:3; 2co 1:2; Galatians 1:4) 

  

From International Standard Bible Encyclopedia 

fa'-ther (Anglo-Saxon, Foeder; German, Vater; Hebrew 'abh, etymology uncertain, found in many 
cognate languages; Greek pater, from root pa, "nourisher," "protector," "upholder"): 

1. Immediate Male Ancestor: 

Immediate male ancestor. The father in the Hebrew family, as in the Roman, had supreme rights 
over his children, could dispose of his daughter in marriage (Gen. 29), arrange his son's marriage 
(Gen. 24), sell his children (Exodus 21:7), but not his daughter to a stranger (Nehemiah 5:5), had 
power of life and death, as in the case of Isaac (Gen. 22), Jephthah's daughter (Judges 11:34 ff.), 
the sacrificing of his children to Molech (Leviticus 18:21; Leviticus 20:3-5), etc. Respect, 
reverence and affection for fathers (and equally for mothers) is most tenderly, explicitly and 
sternly prescribed from the earliest times (Exodus 20:12; Leviticus 19:3; Deuteronomy 5:16; 
Micah 7:6; Ezekiel 22:7, etc.). A symmetrical and beautiful picture of the duties and character of 
the ideal human father may be built up from the Old Testament, with added and enlarged touches 
from the New Testament. He loves (Genesis 37:4); commands (Genesis 50:16; Proverbs 6:20); 
instructs (Proverbs 1:8, etc.); guides, encourages, warns (Jeremiah 3:4; 1 Thessalonians 2:11); 
trains (Hosea 11:3); rebukes (Genesis 34:30); restrains (Eli, by contrast, 1 Samuel 3:13); 
punishes (Deuteronomy 21:18); chastens (Proverbs 3:12; Deuteronomy 8:5); nourishes (Isaiah 
1:2); delights in his son (Proverbs 3:12), and in his son's wisdom (Proverbs 10:1); is deeply 
pained by his folly (Proverbs 17:25); he is considerate of his children's needs and requests 
(Matthew 7:10); considerate of their burdens, or sins (Malachi 3:17, "As a man spareth his own 
son"); tenderly familiar (Luke 11:7, "with me in bed"); considerately self-restrained (Ephesians 
6:4, "Provoke not your children to wrath"); having in view the highest ends (ibid., "Nurture them in 
the chastening and admonition of the Lord"); pitiful (Psalms 103:13, "as a father pitieth his 
children"); the last human friend (but one) to desert the child (Psalms 27:10 : "When (a thing to 
the psalmist incredible) my father and my mother forsake me, then Yahweh will take me up"). 

2. Ancestors, Immediate or Remote: 

(a) Ancestor, immediate or remote: Genesis 28:13, "Abraham thy father" (grandfather); 1 Kings 
22:50, "Jehoshaphat .... David his father"; Jeremiah 35:6, "Jonadab, the son of Rechab, our 
father"; Daniel 5:11, "Nebuchadnezzar thy father" (personal or official ancestor); Genesis 15:15, 
"Go to thy fathers in peace" (and so (in the plural) in over 500 passages). The expressions "slept 
with his fathers," "go down to his fathers," "buried with his fathers," "gathered to his fathers," are 
self-explanatory euphemisms. (b) The founders of the (Hebrew) race, specifically the patriarchs:' 
Romans 9:5, "whose are the fathers," considered here also as in a sense the religious ancestors 
of all believers. (c) Progenitors of clans, i.e. (Revised Version (British and American)) "fathers' 
houses": Exodus 6:14; 1 Chronicles 27:1, etc. (d) Gods as progenitors of men: Jeremiah 2:27, 
"Who say to a stock, thou art my father.  

3. Figurative and Derived Uses: 

(a) A spiritual ancestor, one who has infused his own spirit into others, whether good, as 
Abraham, the father of the faithful, Romans 4:11; or bad, as John 8:44, "Ye are of your father the 
devil." (b) Indicating closest resemblance, kinship, affinity: Job 17:14, "If I have said to corruption, 
Thou art my father." (c) A source: Ephesians 1:17, "Father of glory"; Job 38:28, "Hath the rain a 
father?" (d) Creator: James 1:17, "the Father of lights." (e) The inventor or originator of an art or 
mode of life: Genesis 4:20, "father of such as dwell in tents" (a hint here of hereditary 
occupations? Probably not). (f.) One who exhibits the fatherly characteristics: Psalms 68:5, "a 
father of the fatherless." (g) One who occupies a position of counsel, care, or control (frequently 

 3



applied by sultans to their prime ministers): Genesis 45:8, "a father to Pharaoh"; Judges 17:10, 
"Be unto me a father and a priest." (h) A revered or honored superior: 2 Kings 5:13, "My father, if 
the prophet had bid thee"; but especially applied to prophets: 2 Kings 2:12, "My father, my father!" 
also to elderly and venerable men: 1 John 2:13, "I write unto you, fathers"; hence also, with 
perhaps an outlook on (2) (a), deceased early Christians: 2 Peter 3:4, "from the day that the 
fathers fell asleep." An ecclesiastical title, condemned (in principle) by our Lord: Matthew 23:9, 
"Call no man your father on the earth"; but applied, under the power of the Spirit, to members of 
the Sanhedrin (probably) by Stephen: Acts 7:2; and by Paul: Acts 22:1, but the latter, perhaps 
also the former, may simply refer to the elderly among his hearers. Christ's condemnation is 
clearly of the praise-seeking or obsequious spirit, rather than of a particular custom. 

"Father," used by Mary of Joseph, in relation to Jesus, equals "putative father," a necessary 
reserve at a time when the virgin birth could not yet be proclaimed (Luke 2:49). But note Jesus' 
answer: "my Father's house." 

Philip Wendell Crannell 

 

Commentary 

From:http://www.arlev.clara.net/matt088.htm 

Mattask quotes McNeile at this point as stating that the term ‘father’ was a title for Rabbis and the 
great ones of the past in Jewish society but Matfran comments that ‘There is no evidence for its 
use as a title in a similar way to Rabbi and master either in Jewish or christian circles at this 
period’ but such a statement is immediately undermined by his observation that Stephen 
addresses the Jewish Sanhedrin with the title ‘fathers’ in Acts 7:2 as does Paul in Acts 22:1. 
However, an individual title doesn’t have evidence of usage in the NT as far as I can see. 

Matmor notes that the prefix ‘abba’ meaning ‘father’ was occasionally prefixed to a teacher of the 
Law in contradiction to Matfran’s statement above and, even if this isn’t a contemporary record, it 
does show that the title came to be used with a living and not dead application.  

  

From: 
http://bible.gospelcom.net/resources/commentaries/?action=getCommentaryText&cid=1&source=
1&seq=i.47.23.2 

Judgment on the Religious Elite 

Jesus opens his prophecy of end-time judgment with a severe critique of the religious 
establishment of his day--the same establishment that had been challenging him in the previous 
chapter. Although Matthew's first audience would hear in this critique a promise of judgment on 
the Judean leaders of their own day, who continued to oppose their message, Matthew also 
wanted them--and us--to look deeper. Jesus' own professed servants can belong among the 
"hypocrites" (24:51). Like Paul in Romans 1--2 and Amos in Amos 1--3, Matthew forces leaders in 
his own community to see themselves through the prism of a disobedient religious establishment 
that opposed its Lord and thereby summons them to take warning. 

Jesus reproves the scribes and Pharisees. 

The scribes and Pharisees explained the law of Moses, and enforced obedience to it. They are 
charged with hypocrisy in religion. We can only judge according to outward appearance; but God 
searches the heart. They made phylacteries. These were scrolls of paper or parchment, wherein 
were written four paragraphs of the law, to be worn on their foreheads and left arms, Ex 13:2 to 
10; 13:11 to 16; De 6:4 to 9; 11:13 to 21. They made these phylacteries broad, that they might be 
thought more zealous for the law than others. God appointed the Jews to make fringes upon their 
garments, Nu 15:38, to remind them of their being a peculiar people; but the Pharisees made 
them larger than common, as if they were thereby more religious than others. Pride was the 
darling, reigning sin of the Pharisees, the sin that most easily beset them, and which our Lord 
Jesus takes all occasions to speak against. For him that is taught in the word to give respect to 
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him that teaches, is commendable; but for him that teaches, to demand it, to be puffed up with it, 
is sinful. How much is all this against the spirit of Christianity! The consistent disciple of Christ is 
pained by being put into chief places. But who that looks around on the visible church, would 
think this was the spirit required? It is plain that some measure of this antichristian spirit prevails 
in every religious society, and in every one of our hearts. (Mt 23:13-33) 

(From: Matthew Henry's Concise Commentary) 

  

Amplified Bible (AMP) 

9And do not call anyone [in the church] on earth father, for you have one Father, Who is in 
heaven. 

  

Forerunner commentary 

In one chapter, Matthew 23, Jesus Christ rips the scribes and Pharisees to shreds. Eight times 
He pronounces on them woe—defined by Webster's Dictionary as "deep suffering, grief, affliction, 
ruinous trouble." He dubs them "hypocrites" seven times, "blind guides" twice, "fools and blind" 
twice, "blind" once, "whitewashed tombs" once, and finishes His name-calling tirade by 
designating them "brood of vipers"! 

He then accuses them of being the children of those who had killed the prophets—a heavy-duty 
insult considering how proud they were of their ancestry. He predicts they would do the same 
themselves and declares that He would have nothing to do with them until they accept and bless 
the ones He sends. 

Jesus was really worked up over this! Why? These people were extremely careful in keeping 
every minor article of the law. They even added many precise rules themselves to ensure they 
did not overlook the law's details. 

Their lives, and the lives of those under their jurisdiction, consisted of endless, mindless details. 
Endless, for they continued to break branches of the law down to twigs down to leaves. Mindless, 
because this focus hampered their ability to think and properly weigh what was most important. 
They became so involved in making sure everyone else obeyed their demands that they no 
longer remembered the fundamental purpose of the law or kept it properly themselves. Even 
worse, they used the law against others and took advantage even to the point of "devouring 
widows' houses" (verse 14). Hence Christ's remonstrance: Hypocrites! 

Yet they LOOKED good, publicly counting their mint, cummin and anise. It is not wrong or 
unlawful to count each seed; tithing should be done, as Christ pointed out (verse 23). But there 
are far more important issues of the law to consider than counting individual seeds—namely, 
JUDGMENT, MERCY AND FAITH. 

Notice Christ's scathing indictment of the Pharisees' religion and it's effects: 

    1. They set a horrid example by not following their own teaching (verse 3). 

    2. They abused their office by burdening others with strict requirements while not requiring the 
same of themselves (verse 4). 

    3. What they did do was only for vanity and show (verse 5). 

    4. They were social climbers (verse 6). 

    5. Their teaching had negative results, driving people farther from the Kingdom rather than 
closer to it (verse 13). 

    6. Their twisted reasoning led them to steal even from the weak (verse 14). 

    7. Their misguided zeal made their proselytes twice as bad as they were before they were 
even "converted" to Pharisaism (verse 16). 
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    8. Gold, money, and greed became their main focus and god (verses 16-18). 

    9. Their perspective was so perverted that they would pay more attention to keep from 
swallowing a gnat than they would a camel (verses 23-24). 

   10. How others saw them was far more important than moral values (verses 27-28). 

   11. While they extolled the virtues of past men of God, they were so deeply hateful and 
murderous that they would kill Christ and any of His followers that they could (verses 29-37). 

   12. Their religious house was utterly worthless and desolate, bereft of any contact with or 
influence of God, though they thought they were perfectly righteous. In a word, they were self-
righteous. 

We could easily break these attitudes down into many more categories of sin, but the point is 
obvious: The total of all their religious efforts was zero. Actually, Pharisaism had negative value, 
for the scribes and Pharisees took what people already had and made them even worse off than 
before! 

  

Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown 

And call no man your father upon the earth: for one is your Father, which is in heaven, etc.--To 
construe these injunctions into a condemnation of every title by which Church rulers may be 
distinguished from the flock which they rule, is virtually to condemn that rule itself; and 
accordingly the same persons do both--but against the whole strain of the New Testament and 
sound Christian judgment. But when we have guarded ourselves against these extremes, let us 
see to it that we retain the full spirit of this warning against that itch for ecclesiastical superiority 
which has been the bane and the scandal of Christ's ministers in every age. 

  

People's Commentary (NT) 

Call no [man] your father upon earth. Another honorary title. The scribes delighted to be called 
"Abba", "father". So the priests of the Roman Catholic Church. So do all who welcome such 
honorary titles as Rev., Right Rev., Lord Bishop, etc. These are all forbidden. No apostle was 
ever so called. 

  

John Wesley's notes 

The Jewish rabbis were also called father and master, by their several disciples, whom they 
required, To believe implicitly what they affirmed, without asking any farther reason; To obey 
implicitly what they enjoined, without seeking farther authority. Our Lord, therefore, by forbidding 
us either to give or receive the title of rabbi, master, or father, forbids us either to receive any 
such reverence, or to pay any such to any but God. 

  

Robertson's Word Pictures (NT) 

Call no man your father (patera mh kaleshte umwn). Jesus meant the full sense of this noble 
word for our heavenly Father. "Abba was not commonly a mode of address to a living person, but 
a title of honour for Rabbis and great men of the past" (McNeile). In Gethsemane Jesus said: 
"Abba, Father" (Mark 14:36). Certainly the ascription of "Father" to pope and priest seems out of 
harmony with what Jesus here says. He should not be understood to be condemning the title to 
one's real earthly father. Jesus often leaves the exceptions to be supplied. 

From: 
http://bibletools.org//index.cfm/fuseaction/Bible.show/bibleBook/40/sChap/23/sVerse/9/sVerseID/
23928/eVerseID/23928/version/KJV/opt/COMM/RTD/JWN 


