NOTE: The following has been provided by the presenter to be viewed in conjunction with his/her audio presentation. As this has not been edited, there may be minor variations in wording, spelling and grammar.

FAMILY MATTERS –

3. “Parenthood – 2.2 children?”

Introduction 


Parenthood – the 1989 film with Steve Martin – “The story of the Buckman family and friends, attempting to bring up their children. They suffer/enjoy all the events that occur: estranged relatives, the "black sheep" of the family, the eccentrics, the skeletons in the closet, and the rebellious teenagers. The film features the dysfunctional Buckman family and friends whose dysfunctions are generally related to the way their father raised them. To compensate for this, in their own way, the parents are determined to raise their children in a "perfect" manner. The problem is that their ideal of "perfect" and the children's ideal don't match.”

Parenthood, it is an awesome responsibility. And therefore, before we look at what the Bible has to say directly to parents we must first set it into context. 

1.  OUR FATHER



(Genesis 1: 26-28)

We begin with the Father that we all have, our Father, that is … our heavenly Father. 

READ: Genesis 1: 26-28 (p 4)

· Our Father in heaven
Our fruitfulness, our parenthood is a reflection of the fact that we are created in the image of God. The OT frequently describes God as our Father, and on occasions it pictures him as like a mother too. So when I refer to God as Father it is not that I am saying that he is male, rather that he is personal.  

·  A chip off the old block

(1 Thessalonians 2)



And that means that it is only natural to have children. Not all of us will be able to have children but it is only natural to desire to. In 1 Thessalonians 2 the Apostle Paul describes himself as being both like a Mother and like a Father to the Thessalonian Christians. In other words as he experienced a loving relationship with his heavenly Father it was only natural for him to behave like a parent towards these new believers. 

Now I’m starting like this because not all of us are parents and not all of us have had positive experiences of parental figures. Some of us have had great fathers and mothers, but others have not. Most of us who are parents feel daunted by the prospect. We have been so screwed up by life that we feel doomed to mess up our kid’s lives too. 


So that’s why we start with our Father who is in heaven, hallowed be his name! If this morning you are a Christian then I want to remind you that, because of Jesus, you are loved by a perfect Father. You are in a personal relationship with a parent who loves you unconditionally and has all the resources you need to love others. He can bring healing and restoration. He is a God of grace who gives to us what we do not deserve. And that can release us from always blaming others for what we are like. Instead we can receive his grace to meet the challenges of life. 

Q:
How does our view of our own father effect our view of God?

2. OUR FAMILY




(Psalm 78: 1-8)
We move on, from our father to our family and another passage from the OT.

READ: Psalm 78: 1-8 (p 589)

I’ve chosen this passage because of the fluid way it uses the way ‘fathers’, for example in verse 3. This Psalm is about passing on the word of God from one generation to another. So it functions at two levels, “… what our fathers have told us. We will not hide them from their children; we will tell the next generation…” At one level it is about biological fathers passing on the stories to their literal children, but at another level it is about a whole generation telling the next generation the praiseworthy deeds of the Lord.  

· the family of God

Psalm 78 views the entire nation as the family of God. There is a corporate responsibility here. And we as the church, the family of God need to recapture something of that notion. Verses 6 and 7 constitute an excellent aim for any church. “so that the next generation would know them, even the children yet to be born, and they in turn would tell their children. Then they would put their trust in God, and would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands.”


But the way the Psalmist uses the family as a corporate image is very instructive. Parenthood is a corporate responsibility. We shouldn’t just leave it to parents. We are all in this together.

So instead of thinking of kid’s church like some kind of school on a Sunday, we should instead view it as the family passing the gospel from one generation to another.


My Grandfather lived to be a 100 and in so doing his life spanned three centuries. I used to find it amazing talking to him about the time he first saw an aeroplane flying over the Yorkshire moors just before World War I. He grew up on a remote farm in rural North Yorkshire. When we were younger he would tell my sister and me bedtime stories about life on the farm. Stories I still remember today. A Granddad passing on the stories of his family to his grandchildren, to another generation.


Why can’t we view church like that? Grandma Carmen, Auntie Lynn, Grandpa Harvey, brothers and sisters, friends of the family. All of us, some in formal, others in informal ways passing on the stories of Jesus? After all they are the most important stories of all! So please, talk to my children. I’m not going to mind. Tell them off if they are mucking about – I’m not going to get all defensive … ‘How dare you talk to my kids like that!’ Church is supposed to be a family, we’re in this together. We don’t want to become part of a stubborn and rebellious generation!
· from generation to generation

I am personally very grateful to those who teach my daughters about Jesus. I think those who help in our church’s children’s work do a fantastic job. But let’s not think of them as professionals. As if they are the only ones qualified to teach our children. If we do think like that then we are in big, big trouble. 45 minutes on a Sunday, once a week, if that is all the Christian input our kids get then no wonder they are leaving church in their thousands. 


Instead we are to see the formal youth activities as supplementing everything else that we do. Those things are important but they are not everything. Each generation passes on the gospel to the next generation. The so called ‘generation gap’ really worries me. Where is church as family anymore? The oldest and the youngest all getting on together – sharing their stories of learning about God with each other?

Yet, in the OT at least, this concept of the family of God was central to the education of children… the Lord commanded our forefathers to teach their children. Not just mothers and fathers, but the whole community. A corporate responsibility to pass on God’s word to another generation. It wasn’t that everyone was expected to be able to preach a sermon or teach a lesson. All they had to do was tell stories. … tell the praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his power, and the wonders he has done. Tell stories … everyone can do that.

Q:
How can we pass on our ‘story’ at PBC?

3. OUR PARENTS




(Ephesians 6: 1-4)

Our parents. Jumping to the NT, our last passage gives a specific charge to parents, and fathers in particular.

READ: Ephesians 6: 1-4 (p 1177)

Before we try to apply what Paul says here, we must first read carefully what he actually says. To start with, some commentators, including John Stott no less, think that verse 4 should be addressed to parents and not specifically fathers. They agree that the Greek word used means ‘fathers’ but think it should be viewed in the same way that Paul often uses ‘brothers’ when addressing a whole church. It is a generic term and ‘fathers’ means both parents. 


But such a reading of verse 4 comes unstuck when we notice that he uses the Greek word for parents in verse 1. Why would Paul specify parents at the beginning of chapter 6 and then switch to fathers if he was still talking to parents in general? It just doesn’t make sense. No, Paul says Fathers because he means fathers.


So, if that is the case. Why would Paul want to direct verse 4 exclusively to Fathers? “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” 


Well Feminist theologians have a quick and ready answer – Paul is reinforcing the patriarchal view of the family common in his day. The education of children was the father’s responsibility. This is Paul the misogynist putting men at the top of the pile again.  

· parents are in charge

But look again at what Paul actually says in verses 1 and 4. 


“Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right… Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.”


Paul says that both parents have the authority but fathers have the responsibility. Parents are in charge. If Paul was really the sexist he is made out to be then he would have turned it the other way round. ‘Children, obey your fathers for this is right … Mothers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord’. Indeed the verb translated ‘bring them up’ is usually translated ‘nourish’ or ‘to rear’ – roles that have been traditionally been associated with motherhood. Childrearing has been seen as the woman’s role, with many men thinking that giving the baby a bath means going to the car wash! Not so the Apostle Paul. He sees bringing up children as the men’s responsibility.


So when he is talking about authority over children, Paul gives that to both parents. Children, obey your parents. But when he is talking about responsibility he singles out the fathers. Fathers, do not exasperate your children… Why should he do that?    

· Fathers are responsible


(v 4)

Well at this point, we stray into the field of conjecture. We know what Paul says, but we can’t be certain why he says it. My guess is that he particularly addresses fathers here because they are the ones who need to hear it.


A friend of mine at London Bible College told me about life soon after his conversion. One day he came home and told his wife that he had been reading 1 Corinthians 11 and he thought she ought to wear a hat in church from now on, since he was the head of the household. His wife was having none of it. The argument ended decisively with a brilliant reply from his wife … “If you’re the head, you wear the hat!” We men, we like authority, but we’re not so keen on the responsibility that goes with it. 


It is a problem common to all of humanity, but men are especially prone to it. We like authority without responsibility. We love telling people what to do, as long as we don’t have to carry the can for what happens. We drive our kids crazy by bossing them around without taking the time to care for them and to nurture them. Here we have Paul writing some 2000 years ago, and yet he is writing directly into the fall out of the sexual revolution in the western world. Mother’s have been sold the lie that it is all about authority when the key issue for men is responsibility. Many men are quite happy to see women do more in the work place and in other areas simply because it means they can do less. 


The irony of the sexual liberation of the 60s brought is that it usually brings freedom to men and not to women. 9 times out of 10, who’s left holding the baby? 


I came across a report a few years ago. I won’t ask for a show of hands of who has read it - “The demographic characteristics of the linguistic and religious groups in Switzerland” by Werner Haug and Phillipe Warner of the Federal Statistical Office, Neuchatel. It appears in Volume 2 of Population Studies No. 31, a book titled The Demographic Characteristics of National Minorities in Certain European States, edited by Werner Haug and others, published by the Council of Europe Directorate General III, Social Cohesion, Strasbourg, January 2000.  You know, the kind of thing you pick up at the hairdressers!


Now we should always take surveys with a pinch of salt. You can prove just about anything with statistics. So I want to make it clear that this doesn’t actually prove anything. I’m just showing you this to get the Fathers thinking. If you are a woman, and especially a mother, you have my full permission to tune out at this point.


In 1994 the Swiss carried out an extra survey to normal. The question was asked to determine whether a person’s religion carried through to the next generation, and if so, why, or if not, why not. The result is dynamite. There was one critical factor. It was overwhelming, and it is this: It is the religious practice of the father of the family that, above all, determines the future attendance at or absence from church of the children.  


If both father and mother attend regularly, 33 percent of their children will end up as regular churchgoers, and 41 percent will end up attending irregularly. Only a quarter of their children will end up not practicing at all. If the father is irregular and mother regular, only 3 percent of the children will subsequently become regulars themselves, while a further 59 percent will become irregulars. Thirty-eight percent will be lost.

If the father is non-practicing and mother regular, only 2 percent of children will become regular worshippers, and 37 percent will attend irregularly. Over 60 percent of their children will be lost completely to the church.

Let us look at the figures the other way round. What happens if the father is regular but the mother irregular or non-practicing? Extraordinarily, the percentage of children becoming regular goes up from 33 percent to 38 percent with the irregular mother and to 44 percent with the non-practicing, as if loyalty to father’s commitment grows in proportion to mother’s laxity, indifference, or hostility. 

Now those are only statistics. They are not there to depress single parents or mothers whose husbands no longer attend church. Don’t lose heart. The good news for you is that we believe in a God of grace who gives to us what we do not deserve. So pray for your children. Nothing is set in stone; pray that the Lord will work a miracle in their lives.

No these statistics are meant for the fathers. Look at them. That is the influence you can have on your family. Influence for good or ill. This is a responsibility that you cannot delegate or avoid. Indeed, writing in the UK Christian Newspaper Evangelicals Now, Alan Bright went as far as to suggest the huge rise in Youth workers in churches might even be a way in which fathers abdicate their responsibility. Youth workers are people we pay to teach our children about Jesus, so that we don’t have to. Instead of them being skilled professionals who supplement the nurture that already goes on at home.  

Fathers are responsible for making sure that their children are brought up in the training and instruction of the Lord. That’s not to say that mothers aren’t involved too … I don’t think that Paul was excluding mothers here … he was just addressing Fathers, because they are the ones who need reminding of their responsibility! Dads, he’s saying, the buck stops with you. You don’t have to do it all, but the responsibility for bringing up your kids rests with you. And the one thing you cannot delegate is responsibility! 
So, a direct question to fathers, and then onto parents, Grandparents and so on. If you are a Christian – what are you doing to ensure that your children are brought up in the training and instruction of the Lord? That doesn’t mean you have to teach them theology. I’m not talking about preaching sermons to them or formally teaching them. It simply means showing them that you take their Christian upbringing seriously. Let me give you some simple examples:

· Going to church regularly. That’s not too hard is it? And yet our children are not stupid … if Dad doesn’t see it as important, why should they?

· How about praying with your children every day? Maybe even just giving thanks at meal time. 

· What about reading a small passage from the Bible with your family? Doesn’t have to be much, but it communicates loudly to your children what is important to you.

· Even just talking to them about what they learnt at kid’s church / youth group … whatever. 

If you are daunted by that list then how about coming along to the seminar on parenting as part of Winter School?
The spiritual care of children – whose responsibility?
A favourite film of my daughters is, Roald Dahl’s Charlie & the Chocolate factory. When first the spoilt little Veruca Salt, and then her parents, get pushed by the squirrels down the rubbish chute the Oompa-Loompas treated us to their customary song. Here’s how the song finishes: 

“But now my dears, we think you might

Be wondering – is it really right

That every single bit of blame

And all the scolding and the shame

Should fall upon Veruca Salt?

Is she the only one at fault?

For though she’s spoiled, and dreadfully so,

A girl can’t spoil herself, you know.

Who spoiled her, then? Ah, who indeed?

Who pandered to her every need?

Who turned her into such a brat?

Who are the culprits? Who did that?

Alas! You needn’t look so far

To find out who these sinners are.

They are (and this is very sad)

Her loving parents, MUM and DAD.

And that is why we’re glad they fell

Into the rubbish chute as well.”

Q:
What can we do to support parents in their responsibility?
Parenthood
1.  OUR FATHER



(Genesis 1: 26-28)
· God is both our Mother and Father
· A chip off the old block

(1 Thessalonians 2)



2. OUR FAMILY



(Psalm 78: 1-8)
· the family of God




· from generation to generation

· a wider responsibility


3. OUR PARENTS



(Ephesians 6: 1-4)
· parents are in charge


· Fathers are responsible


(v 4)

