Honoring Your Father and Mother (Part 1)

Patrick Henry once said, "I have now disposed of all my property to my family. One thing more I wish I could give them and that is faith in Jesus Christ. If they had that and I had not given them a single shilling, they would have been rich; and if they had not that, and I had given them all the world, they would be poor indeed." Henry was a father who had his priorities right!

David warned in Psalm 11:3, “…if the foundations be destroyed what will the righteous do?” And so, it’s no surprise that the devil is chipping away at the foundation of the home with the sledgehammer of selfishness, the jackhammer of greed and the dynamite of disrespect. This morning and next Sunday we’ll notice the preventive maintenance program prescribed by God in the fifth commandment - Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long upon the land which the LORD your God is giving you. (Exodus 20:12)  This command is directed to parents as well as to children. Think about it: how will a one year old, two year old, etc., learn to “Honor his father and mother?” Mom and dad must teach him, train him. The stakes were high under the Law of Moses for failure here. If parents failed to teach this command or their children disregarded it, the children were pelted with stones till they died! The law of Christ places the same burden, same responsibility of teaching and training on parents. We’ll look this morning at what this command means for us as parents.

Although Christians live under the law of Christ – the New Testament – not the law of Moses, it’s obvious that this command has universal application. We find the Holy Spirit issue the same message in Ephesians 6:1-4, Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. "Honor your father and mother," which is the first commandment with promise: "that it may be well with you and that you may live long on the earth." And you, fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath, but bring them up in the training and admonition of the Lord. And again in Col. 3:20 Children, obey your parents in all things, for this is well pleasing to the Lord. How do we train our children to honor us? How do we help them obey this command?

First of all, both parents must be family–oriented. There’s no better way to help your children honor you than by honoring your spouse. No doubt that is part of the wisdom behind the teaching of loving and honoring our spouse in Ephesians 5. In Raising Your Child From Birth to Age Twelve, Psychologists Paul Meier and Donald E. Ratcliff present the findings from a fascinating study that shows the connection between the quality of the parent-child relationship and the marriage relationship to the quality of the child’s mental health. .

“The lowest number of psychological problems (5%) are found in families where parents have good relationships with one another and their children, while the highest number of problems are where both relationships are weak (90%). But…the children are more likely (40%) to have problems when the parents do not get along -- even more problems (25%) than if the parents do not have a good relationship with the kids!” Obviously, the same could be said about our children’s spiritual welfare. We owe it to our children to keep our marriages strong.

Erma Bombeck wrote, “When I was a kid, a father was like the light in a refrigerator. Every house had one, but nobody knew what either of them did once the door was shut..” Dad…that will not do! We must be available. Mom and dad must be at center of their children’s lives. Mom tends to get this better than dad. But, the command in Ephesians 6 is directed at dad: Fathers “bring them up...” It is a sin not to provide for our own – makes ya worse than an infidel (2 Thessalonians 3; 1 Timothy 5), but don’t think for a minute that you’re done when you’ve put in your 40, 50 or 60 hours a week, mowed the lawn and taken out the trash. Dad You’ve gotta bring them up. You’ve gotta set other things aside. You’ve gotta to invest quality time, true, but you’ve gotta put in quantity time too! There’s no substitute for playing with them what they want to play, telling them Bible stories on your lap, taking them fishing, teaching them what it means to be a boy or a girl. Consider Carl Sandburg counsel, "Time is the coin of your life. It’s the only coin you have, and only you can determine how it will be spent. Be careful lest you let other people spend it for you." 

King David represents one of greatest parenting tragedies in 2 Sam. 13-18. He obviously overextended himself. Henry Ford said "A weakness of all human beings is trying to do too many things at once. That scatters effort and destroys direction. It makes for haste, and haste makes waste." David’s family life demonstrates this truth. Think about it: How could David possibly tend to His kingdom and cultivate intimacy with eight wives – much less with their nineteen sons and daughter. Josh McDowell once said, “Rules without relationship leads to rebellion.” – and David’s household reaped rebellion in spades. One son, Amnon, forces himself on his half-sister Tamar. Then, Tamar’s brother, Absalom, avenges her by killing Amnon. Finally, Absalom rouses animosity against David, runs him out of Jerusalem and commits the ultimate dishonor of ravishing David’s concubines. How sad!

Listen Dad, we’ve gotta be engaged with our kids from diapers to diploma. “Bringing them up” requires correcting, as we’ll see, but it also demands connecting with them early and often - and maintaining that bond. In this process, there’s simply no substitute for time – quantity and quality time. The Holy Spirit tells us in Ephesians 5:16, “redeeming the time.” In no area is this more critical than with our children.

There's a story about an old lighthouse keeper who worked on a rocky stretch of New England coastline at the turn of century. He received a new supply of oil once a month to keep the light burning. Not being far from shore, he was well known in a nearby village. One night a woman from the village asked to borrow some oil to keep warm. Another time a farmer asked for some to use in his lamp. Another needed some to lubricate a wheel. The lighthouse keeper tried to please everyone and gave oil to them all. Soon, his oil was gone, and the beacon light went out. That night, several ships wrecked. When the authorities investigated, the lighthouse keeper was fired. He had many excuses for running out of oil, but they were rejected. He was told, "You were given the oil for one purpose -- to keep that lighthouse burning!" Let’s not get so busy that we neglect our children. 

II. Next, Mom and Dad, we not only get in the middle of our children’s lives, but we bring God with us to foster and fortify their faith. This facet of “bringing them up in nurture and admonition of Lord” aids our children in obeying the command to honor father and mother. Right after Moses reviewed 10 commands, we read Deuteronomy 6:1-9. 

III. We further assist our children in honoring us by being fair. The Holy Spirit adds in Eph. 6:4 “provoke not your children to wrath.” Jacob paid a high price for blatant favoritism toward Joseph over his brothers. We also exasperate our children when we’re harsh or overbearing. Adam Clarke writes, “He who corrects his children according to God and reason will feel every blow on his own heart more sensibly than his child feels it on his body.” So, "lest they be discouraged" according to Colossians 3:21, we must avoid issuing unreasonable commands, placing irrational blame, being needlessly severe, constantly irritable or excessively angry. Cruelty will taint their hearts.

IV. We must be fair, but firm. Ephesians 6:3 bring them up in the nurture (training by acts of chastening and discipline) and admonition (training by words-correction and encouragement) of the Lord. We must avoid being overindulgent. G.C. Chappell wrote “…no child is ever happy whose will is never crossed.” Hear Proverbs 22:6: Train up a child in the way he should go and when he is old he shall not depart from it.

Both of these scriptures talk about setting boundaries - discipline. Psychological Health Associates acknowledges four rules for good parenting: 1) Rules, 2) Limits, 3) Consequences, and 4) Consistency. Of course these are interrelated. “Consistency is by far the most important; without consistency any parenting or behavior management plan is likely to fail.” 

Paul Meier again, in Raising Your Child: From Birth to Age Twelve, writes “Emotional problems are not as closely linked to the amount of discipline received as they are to how consistently the discipline is given.” We must be consistent in upholding the boundaries and consequences for going out of bounds.   

How frustrating it would be to play in a football games where the referee kept changing the rules - where the officials called an unnecessary roughness penalty on the defensive player for tackling. “But this is tackle football!” the player would object. Then on the next play he touched the ballcarrier instead, but the referee did not blow the whistle until the running back scored. “You said it was touch!” the player complained as he threw his helmet off in disgust.

But parents do the same when they change the rules and consequences for breaking them; if one time we discipline them for misbehavior and the next time we ignore it and then next we discipline them, we frustrate and confuse them, we tempt them to dishonor and disobey us. 

Boundaries are beneficial. The High Priest Eli was rebuked by God because he did not consistently enforce boundaries upon his sons in I Samuel 3:13, “I will judge his house forever for the iniquity which he knows, because his sons made themselves vile, and he did not restrain them. Get this: I Samuel 229 “Why do you kick at My sacrifice…and honor your sons more than Me…?” God held Eli accountable for his sons disrespect. He said, “Your sons fail to honor me, because you honor them above me.” What a chilling reprimand! Because they never learned to honor their father, Eli’s sons failed to honor God.

Parents who want to teach their children to honor them must establish clear boundaries: what their kids can say, wear, watch, listen to, what friends they can have, how they respond to adults etc. Then they must enforce these boundaries lovingly, but firmly.

While godly parents avoid being abusive, they also realize that love will not always feel good. Hebrews 1211 Now no chastening seems to be joyful for the present, but painful; nevertheless, afterward it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it. If we have our children’s best interest at heart, not everything we do to “bring them up” will be pleasant. Solomon seconds this truth in Proverbs 22:15 Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child; The rod of correction will drive it far from him.

While on an African safari, author Philip Yancey saw a momma giraffe kick her baby shortly after he was born. It looked like she was really hurting him. Then she did it again. Each time, the little giraffe would get up on his wobbly legs & try to walk. She kept on kicking him. Finally, he got up fairly rapidly and ran away from her kicks. Yancey turned to his guide and asked, “Why does she do that?” The guide answered, “The only defense the giraffe has is its ability to get up quickly and outrun its predator. If he can’t do that, (he’ll be somebody’s supper).” What looked cruel and heartless, was really the greatest gift the momma giraffe could give – life and safety. And sometimes discipline is the same way.

V. Finally, we must model faithfulness. Pr 22:6 Train up a child in the way he should go and when he is old he shall not depart from it. Fathers and mothers greatly influence their children’s spiritual direction. That’s why elders must “have faithful children.” When we truly “bring them up,” we blaze a trail by modeling and commending right behaviors and correcting inappropriate behavior with acts of discipline and words of admonition. In the process, we put conviction in their little hearts. We prepare them to stand up for what’s right regardless of the consequences. 

One study found that if both Mom and Dad attend church regularly, 72% of their children remain faithful. If only Dad, 55% remain faithful. If only Mom, 15%. If neither attended regularly, only 6% remain faithful. Our most powerful training comes in the form of our actions, not our words!

Ol’ time preacher, Clovis Chappell tells a story about two paddleboats that left Memphis traveling down the Mississippi River to New Orleans. As they traveled side by side, sailors from one vessel commented on the snail's pace of the other. Words were exchanged. Challenges were made. And the race began. The competition became vicious as the two boats roared through the Deep South. One boat began falling behind. Not enough fuel. There had been plenty of coal for the trip, but not enough for a race. As the boat dropped back, an enterprising young sailor took some of the ship's cargo and tossed it into the ovens. When the sailors saw that the supplies burned as well as the coal, they fueled their boat with the material they had been assigned to transport. They ended up winning the race, but they burned their cargo. They forgot that the only reason they were sailing to New Orleans was to deliver that cargo. They burned their cargo because they got caught up in the race. Listen, mom and dad, it boils down to this, we’ve got one job in this life, to deliver precious cargo – our children to that heavenly port. How much cargo will we sacrifice to finish first in the world? 

If we stay at the center of our children’s lives and bring God with us and firmly plant him there, no matter what else we accomplish our life will be a great success. If we fail, what else matters? 

