A Mother’s Picture of God
Mother's Day, 2005 ‑ Psalm 91:4‑6

He was a gifted artist, but he really accepted very few people and was liked by few in return.  He was an American living in Chelsea, England.  He had left his native country because of his being expelled from West Point, and his subsequent feelings of rejection.  But he didn't feel accepted in England either.  Arrogantly, he continuously referred to the British as "the islanders".   His pride was further illustrated by the fact that every night before bedtime he painted a new portrait of himself.

     So here he was ‑ a rather pitiful figure.  Obsessed with himself, his own arrogance and pride, and rejected by just about everyone else on this earth.  A man with exceptional abilities, but an unloved and lonely man, living in a cluttered studio with dozens of canvases of himself stacked all over.

     It was one night, while he was dozing in a semi‑conscious state, that his mind wandered back through the stormy years of his life and his mental eyes suddenly focussed on one face.  This person was the one person whom he felt had truly loved him.  Not because of his genius, not because of his abilities‑ just for who he was.  In spite of his personality quirks, in spite of his arrogance, this person had loved him.  The artist suddenly sat upright in bed.  He jumped to his feet, and raced across the room.  He had to paint this face.  “There was no time to stretch out a new canvas,” he thought as he grabbed a used one.  It was an unfinished portrait of a young girl.  No matter.  He would turn it over and paint this face on the other side.  Swiftly he sketched.  And then he began to paint.  

     For the days that followed, his studio doors were closed, and he worked on hardly eating or sleeping.  Finally, James Abbot McNeil proclaimed his masterpiece done, and he named it "An Arrangement in Grey and Black."

     It would be nice to be able to say that this stroke of genius suddenly changed James' life.  That his personality mellowed and humbled.  That he became accepted and loved by others.  But such was not the case.  The British Royal Academy rejected this portrait as it had all his others.  He even tried to sell it at an exhibition to get money to scrape by‑ but nobody wanted to buy it.  For over 10 years, this painting called "an arrangement in grey and black" sat in James' studio gathering dust.  He even sent it over to our country to be displayed at an exhibition at the Pennsylvania Academy of Arts, and the officials put the modest price of $350 on it, but everyone walked by it unimpressed.  It was the painting that nobody seemed to want‑ and it further emphasized James' feelings of rejection.  This was his greatest inspiration, this was the only person who had ever really loved him.  Yet, nobody else cared or wanted to purchase the portrait.  

     Finally, a Frenchman named George Clemenceau bought the painting for the government of France to be placed in an official building.  And in time, James' inspiration began to receive the acclaim that it rightfully deserved as a work of art.

     Today, there are few portraits that are more familiar to the world that James' "arrangement in grey and black".  The painting hangs in the Louvre in Paris.  Whenever it is taken out‑ as seldom as that is‑ it is highly guarded.  For instance, several years ago when it was displayed in Chicago it was equipped with state of the art burgular devices, protected by armed guards day and night, photographed twice daily to make certain that a copy had not been substituted.  At that exhibition, every day people paid more money to view the portrait than it originally cost George to buy it.  One person has estimated that this painting has been reproduced 5 million times.  It was recently copied even more times than that on a U.S. postage stamp.  All reproductions of the only person by whom James Abbot McNeill Whistler ever felt totally accepted and loved.  Perhaps you didn't recognize the portrait by its given name‑ an arrangement in grey and black.  But almost everyone recognizes it by its more appropriate name, the name that gives more credit to its inspiration‑ Whistler's Mother.

     There is no person who has greater potential to inspire than one's mother.  Our mothers ushered us into this world; our mothers were with us during those early years of life; our mothers helped to mold basic habits and patterns into our lives; our mothers stood by us and supported us when others had their doubts.  In most of our lives, the single person who has most consistently loved us throughout our entire life is our mother.  So then, it should not surprise us to see mothers presented as a picture of God in the Bible, for mothers have tremendous potential to reveal God's love to us.

     During this past generation, there has been a great deal of discussion as to whether God is male or female.  Several years ago, while I was walking in downtown Chicago I noticed a spontaneous street meeting that had assembled. Thinking that someone was trying to give a gospel witness, I sided up to the group that was listening to the sermon hoping that I might be able to give some support along the way.  It was not long ,however, before the thesis of the sermon became apparent.  The preacher was trying to defend the thesis that God was female.

     I have to chuckle at the debate that rages on as to whether God is male or female because it shows such ignorance of the Scriptures.  God is neither male nor female.  God is spirit.  He has no human gender.  It is true that pictures of him are given in the Bible that compare him to human beings so as to help us understand our relationship with him.  But that in no way is meant to indicate God's gender.  In the Bible, God is pictured as a father.  He is called our heavenly father.  David said as a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him.  Ps. 103:13.  But God is regularly pictured as a mother in the Bible as well.  And mothers have the opportunity of picturing God to their families in distinct ways.  We don't have time this morning to look at all the pictures of God as a mother in the bible‑ The books of Numbers, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Matthew, Galatians, I Thessalonians, as well as many others all have clear maternal analogies that are used of God.  And each one helps us to see God in a new and more complete way.

     This morning, we would like to look at one picture of God that is given in a female analogy from the book of Psalms.  This picture is actually taken from the animal kingdom, but is very helpful not only as an aid in our seeing our relationship with God , but also in helping us express our appreciation to our earthly mothers as well.  For this passage gives some basic maternal characteristics found throughout nature that mean so much to us, but that we sometimes find hard to isolate in words.

TURN to Psalm 91 and read it responsively.

PS 91:1 He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High

    will rest in the shadow of the Almighty.

  PS 91:2 I will say of the LORD, "He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust."

  PS 91:3 Surely he will save you from the fowler's snare and from the deadly pestilence.

  PS 91:4 He will cover you with his feathers,

    and under his wings you will find refuge;

    his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart.

  PS 91:5 You will not fear the terror of night,

    nor the arrow that flies by day,

  PS 91:6 nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness,

    nor the plague that destroys at midday.

  PS 91:7 A thousand may fall at your side,

    ten thousand at your right hand,

    but it will not come near you.

  PS 91:8 You will only observe with your eyes

    and see the punishment of the wicked.

  PS 91:9 If you make the Most High your dwelling--

    even the LORD, who is my refuge--

  PS 91:10 then no harm will befall you,

    no disaster will come near your tent.

  PS 91:11 For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways;

  PS 91:12 they will lift you up in their hands,

    so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.

  PS 91:13 You will tread upon the lion and the cobra;

    you will trample the great lion and the serpent.

  PS 91:14 "Because he loves me," says the LORD, "I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name.

  PS 91:15 He will call upon me, and I will answer him;  I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him.

  PS 91:16 With long life will I satisfy him

    and show him my salvation."
Even though the language of this psalm sometimes reminds us of David, there is no author given‑ and perhaps this is best.  For this psalm gives such basic truths concerning God's comfort and strength that it is best to consider it a psalm to every person for every occasion.

     I would direct your attention this morning to a picture of God seen in the mother hen in verses 4‑6.  Look with me at 3 ways in which this mother hen in particular, and motherhood in general pictures God to us.

     1.  First of all, note with me that the feathers of the mother hen picture God.  READ 91:4

PS 91:4 He will cover you with his feathers,

    and under his wings you will find refuge;

    his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart.

     Now we immediately know that the author is using figurative language here, for God doesn't have feathers.  Nor does he have wings.  God is a spirit‑ he does not have any physical elements at all.  But this maternal instinct that is pictured here for us is given as a picture of God's care and concern for us.

     What do the feathers of the mother hen symbolize for the young chicken?  Refuge, security.  Under his wings you will find refuge.  This hebrew word comes from the root which means to flee for safety or protection.  David used this term many times when he spoke of running to the mountains, to the caves for protection from Saul.  In time, the word became broader in its usage to take on meanings other than just physical safety.  So it was used for confiding in someone, or trusting in someone.  The idea here is that the chick finds safety under the feathers of its mother.  So a child finds safety, physical and emotional safety, under the maternal wings of the mother.  And ultimately, mothers picture God in this way, for the Christian finds security in his relationship with God.

     My father and mother‑in‑law, Vern and Marion Chandler, served in Japan as missionaries for over 35 years before their retirement some years ago and my father-in-law’s passing last year. They told of an experience that one of their single mission gals had there.  It was an especially anti‑American time, and this single gal was out running an errand.  Suddenly, she felt danger lurking around her.  She looked around, and sure enough, there were some men who were stalking her with obviously wicked intents in mind.  Her immediate response was to lift her eyes to heaven and scream out in Japanese, "cover me with your feathers; cover me with your feathers'.  According to her testimony, the men looked at one another in bewilderment, shook their heads and walked away.

     Now I don't believe that this passage is advocating that this is the Christian approach to danger‑ to cry out "cover me with your feathers".  This certainly is an isolated case‑ and the Scriptures give many illustrations of how God protected his people.  David planned careful military strategies‑ but in the final analysis he always realized that the battle was the Lords'.  

     So it is in our own lives.  We live in a danger‑filled world.  It is easy for a person to become paranoid today.  I recently saw a T shirt which read, "Just because you are paranoid doesn't mean that they're not out to get you."  We can easily live in fear in this present world.  We have a color-coded terrorist alert system that is constantly operating in our country.  And certainly, we should take reasonable precautions to protect ourselves and our loved ones.  But at the same time, we must trust in the Lord‑ for he has promised to protect his followers with his mighty power.  Under his wings we will find refuge.  

      2.  But notice also with me the faithfulness of God portrayed in the maternal instincts of the mother hen.  

READ Ps. 91:4

PS 91:4 He will cover you with his feathers,

    and under his wings you will find refuge;

    his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart.

     The term faithfulness means firm or stable or certain.  It was used to describe God's truth or his word that never changes.  The point is that God is constant, never changing, so we can be confident that his promises will remain true.

     Some time ago I read a farmer's account of a tragedy that had hit his farm.  As sometimes happens, lightening had stuck his barn during a storm.  The fire quickly spread thru the dry straw that was in the barn, and before he was even aware of it, the barn was doomed to be lost.  He just had to stand by and watch the entire barn go up in the conflagration consuming the animals that were trapped inside.  After the flames had died down the next day, but while some of the embers were still smoldering, he walked in through the smoke to see if anything could be salvaged at all.  As he was walking, he tells of seeing a hen, charred to a crisp, laying on the floor of the barn.  He instinctively reached his foot over and gave the hen a little nudge on the way past.  To his amazement, out from under the hen scampered several little chicks who had survived the fire under the protection of their mother.  She probably could have escaped the fury of the fire if she would have fled when it first started.  But she was willing to even sacrifice her own life so that her chicks might find safety under her wings.  

     What a picture of Jesus Christ that mother hen was!  He could have escaped the agonies of death by crucifixion.  As he himself testified, he could have called legions of angels to come and assist him in his time of need, if he had so desired.  But he chose to suffer the agonies of hell so that those who are in Christ might be spared the righteous wrath of God.  The bible says that every person who trusts in Jesus Christ as Savior is placed into the body of Christ by the Holy Spirit.  That person is in Jesus Christ.  Because of God's faithfulness, every true believer will never experience God's righteous wrath.  And God has committed himself to stand with his children in the bad times as well as the good times‑ he never leaves nor forsakes his own.

     Mothers picture that faithfulness of God as they continue to love and pray for their children.  No, they certainly don't agree with all of the actions of their children.  Nor is God pleased when his children backslide from paths of righteousness.  But they continue to love them in spite of their weaknesses and continue to pray for their wellbeing.  

      There are many mothers here this morning whose hearts have been broken by their children.  There are many who are earnestly praying even now for salvation or restoration for their children.  Don't give up.  Continue to love them.  Continue to pray for them.  For God honors the prayers of his saints.  And in your continued faithfulness to your children, you are picturing the faithfulness and love of God to them.

     3.  We end with the obvious conclusion from our text in Psalm 91.  Because the feathers give refuge, protection and security, and because the faithfulness brings the assurance that the protection will always be there, the response is freedom from fear.

READ 91:4‑6

PS 91:4 He will cover you with his feathers,

    and under his wings you will find refuge;

    his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart.

  PS 91:5 You will not fear the terror of night,

    nor the arrow that flies by day,

  PS 91:6 nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness,

    nor the plague that destroys at midday.

Now it doesn't matter what the nature of the fear is.  You noticed the different types of fear that the Psalmist mentioned, didn't you?  The terror of night, the pestilence that stalks in the darkness‑ the fear of the unknown.  Those big, huge, furry monsters that lurk out there in the darkness; hiding under the bed or in the closet.  All of us have at one time or another been frozen in our bed by some monster across the room.  It didn't matter that in the morning we found out it was just a shirt hanging over the chair‑ it seemed so real in the terror of the darkness.  The arrow that flies by day‑ physical dangers that are very real, that we experience during the daylight hours.  These cannot be explained away as figments of our imagination.  We must deal with these; find freedom from their release or they have the power to enslave us.  The plague that destroys at midday.  Disease, weaknesses of the body, finally the ultimate surrender of this body to death‑ what fear our own weaknesses can bring into our lives.  Fears are real.  Even imagined fears are real to us.  But the truth of God's word is that we needn't be slaves to our fears.

     What does the child do when that monster comes to stalk his room in the darkness of the night?  Usually, that child runs to mom.  Snuggles into bed with his parents.  And what happens to those huge, big, furry monsters?  They are immediately gone when the child is nestled under the wings of the mother.

     So it was in the experience of the Psalmist with God.  The author had obviously experienced dangers‑ real and imagined dangers.  And these dangers had gripped his heart with fear.  But then he realized the maternal instincts of God‑ instincts that God created in mothers.  God was always ready to take him under his wings, to cover him with his feathers, to give refuge to him.  Because of God's continued faithfulness, he could always be trusted.  God would always be there as a shield to protect.  And the result was a freedom from fear‑ the imagined fears of the night, the real fears of the day, the inevitable fears brought on by weakness and disease.  

     How thankful we are for our mothers.  Mothers who give us security, who are faithful in their love and prayers for us, who help us to deal with the fears of life.  Sadly, many people don't realize how much security their mothers give to them until they lose their mother.  If your mother is still alive, express your love and appreciation to your mother today.

     How thankful we are to God, for we realize that He is the one who has created this wonderful picture of himself in our mothers.  And he is the one who ultimately provides the refuge for us in his faithfulness to allay our fears.  

     Mothers, be encouraged this morning.  So often, it seems as if nothing is being accomplished.  So often the labors appear to be fruitless.  But they are not in vain.  For in your continued love and prayers for your children, in your continued faithfulness to your family, you are picturing God himself to them.
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