Family Sunday – May10, 2009
Ephesians 6: 1-4: “BRIDGING THE GENERATION GAP”

In the name of Jesus through whom we are now all children of the heavenly Father,
One of the most practical structures ever designed by an architect is something called a bridge. Every bridge links 2 things together and gets rid of a gap which exists between them. America has a lot of famous bridges that do that - the Mackinaw Bridge, the Golden Gate Bridge, the Brooklyn Bridge, and the downtown Janesville Bridge across the mighty Rock River. Maybe you’re wondering why I’m talking about bridges, when our sermon is supposed to be about the family. In our nation a huge gap often exists between parents and children. We like to call it “the generation gap.” Children complain: “My parents just don't understand me." Moms and Dads throw-up their arms and exclaim: "I give up! I just can't handle that son or daughter of mine anymore!" Sad to say, this generation gap can exist even in our Christian homes. The apostle Paul was neither an architect nor a parent, but today under the Holy Spirit’s direction he's offering us the blueprint to build a bridge over that generation gap connecting Christian parents and Christian children the way they should be connected. We won't need to buy a hard hat or put on our overalls. All our Lord wants us to do is open up our ears and our hearts so he can tell us about:

“BRIDGING THE GENERATION GAP”

I.

There are 2 lanes on this bridge. Paul gives us the first one: “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. Honor your father and mother.” Christian children who love Jesus and want to follow him by obeying and honoring their parents! That's lane #1 of this bridge over the generation gap. Those words “obey” and "honor" are rich in meaning. To obey means to listen and then do what someone says. To honor means treating that someone you are obeying with love and respect. That’s the way Jesus wants sons and daughters to treat their parents. You see, parents aren’t some accident in our social structure. A Mom and a Dad are a gift from the Lord. He put them in our lives to stand in his place. Our Lord’s personal representatives - that’s what parents are! It's his will that all children of all generations obey and honor his representatives. “This is right,” says Paul. 
Jesus wouldn’t give us parents to make life miserable. Jesus gives us parents to bless us. Through our father and mother, the Lord takes care of all of our physical needs. He used them to give us life itself. When we were tiny and helpless, those Moms and Dads kept us alive and well by putting food in our mouths, clothes on our backs, and a roof over our heads. When we hurt they held us and made it all better again. They paid the doctor and the dentist bills. They carted us to school, to our practices, to our sleepovers, and to all our other fun activities. When we struck out with bases loaded or hit the wrong notes at the recital they still told us how proud they were of us. They’ve loved us everyday we’ve been alive. Far more important than those blessings is the fact that the Lord uses Mom and Dad to watch over our souls. Christian parents are the Jesus’ first missionaries. They carried us to his waiting arms in Baptism. There he washed away our sins. There his Father adopted us as his very own sons and daughters. He used those Christian parents to bring us to Sunday Schools and Christian Day Schools and Christian High Schools so we and he would stay close.
I see a lot of children and teenagers here. How do you feel about the Lord’s command to honor and obey your parents? A better question: What kind of a lane are you in this bridge over the generation gap? Have there been times when you talked back to your parents or times when you wouldn’t talk to them at all? Were there times when you refused to listen to them and did things that caused them grief? Have you ever looked down on them or maybe even been ashamed of them when your friends were around? But the 4th Commandment doesn’t just apply to young people still living at home. Whether we are 4, 14, or 44 - until the day we carry our folks to the cemetery, the Lord says “Honor your father and your mother.” It’s the only Commandment of the 10 with a promise attached: “that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.” We see many American young people these days rebelling against parents and all authority in general. Children who continually disobey the Lord’s representatives may live a long time, but it will never go well with them. God says: “The eye that mocks a father, that scorns obedience to a mother, will be pecked out by the ravens of the valley and will be eaten by the vultures.” Nothing pretty about that Bible verse! Disobedience and disrespect to parents is always disobedience and disrespect to God! That’s the road to unbelief. Unbelief catches up with people in a most horrible way with a forever separation from God in hell!
When we remember how we’ve sometimes treated our parents, we must all hang our heads in shame. How blessed we are that on a cross Jesus took upon himself the punishment we rightly deserved for all of our sins against our parents. Here’s the key to lane one of this bridge over the generation gap. Children honor and obey parents in the Lord and for the Lord who died for their sins. Our Savior shows us how to do that in both of our Scripture lessons. As a young man growing up he obeyed his Mom and foster Dad even when they weren’t being such good parents. As a grown man hanging on a cross, Jesus didn’t say to his elderly mother, “I’m too busy right now paying for mankind’s sins to bother with you.” In his dying hour, this Son saw to it disciple John took care of his Mom for the rest of her life. So every Christian child will be concerned about their parents. That concern begins by helping to set the table, washing dishes, cleaning your room as a child. It's followed by respect and thoughtfulness as a teenager. It continues with caring for and bearing patiently in love as our parents become more feeble and frail in old age. Those who love their Savior by honoring and obeying his stand-ins, have his promise of blessing as long as they live. Even if in his wisdom, he doesn’t grant every Christian child a long life on earth, the lifetime he does give will be long enough when it was lived in faith. You see, faith in Jesus always means a crown of life in heaven!

The Lord gave me Christian parents who denied themselves many things so I could have a better life than they did. He used them to bring me to faith in him, to guide me as I grew up, and to stand by me when I messed up. I didn't deserve such parents. My Mom’s in heaven now. Dad’s still here. As I look back today I see how blessed I am because Jesus put them into my life. . That description of my Christian parents is the same one many of you could make of yours. Children, when was the last time you climbed into bed at night and thanked the Lord for giving you such parents? When was the last time you folded your hands at the end of a day and asked Jesus to help you be a better son or daughter, or for Jesus to help your parents to fall deeper and deeper in love with him and with each other? Will you please do that tonight and every other night after this one? Be that first half of the lane in the bridge over the generation gap! None of us can repay our parents for all they’ve done for us. An elderly Mom hit the nail on the head when she told her kids on her deathbed: “To have raised a child who loves Jesus will be payment enough for me.” Is there any parent who wouldn’t settle for that?

II.

There's one other lane on this bridge across the generation gap. Paul gives it to us: “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” All Christian parents want the best for their children. Paul tells us what the BEST really is! The best is tenderly rearing our children in the training and instruction of the Lord. Notice who Paul says is to take the lead in doing this: Fathers! This involves much more than making sure we’re there for the conceiving part or being the guy who plays catch with the kids after supper while Mom does the dishes. Being a Christian father involves disciplining our children. That's what the phrase "the training of the Lord" means. What is Christian discipline? I'll tell you what it's not. Yelling at our children because they get on our nerves or hitting them in a burst of anger isn’t Christian discipline. Nor is letting them wiggle out of the consequences of their sinful behavior because we can’t bear to see them sad. No, Christian discipline is being his voice in their lives to warn them about every sin and to call them to repentance every time they rebel against his Word so that they return to their Savior’s arms. That "training of the Lord" may mean using our hand on their backside or taking away some of their teenage privileges to get the point across that they've hurt their Savior and need his forgiveness That’s what true parental love is! And “the instruction of the Lord” means just that - a father, with the help of his wife, instructing their children in the ways of the Lord, Moms and Dads knowing this Book well ourselves, and then putting its saving truths into our children's hearts and lives. Then when those children leave the nest, Jesus will see to it they’re able to handle life’s problems, carry life’s burdens, and finally come out on top in the end.

Christian parents also set an example for their children. A father and mother who bring up children in the training and instruction of the Lord never have this attitude: "Do as I say, but not as I do." Fathers, this applies especially to us! When a child hears Dad talking about Jesus, when a child sees that Jesus is all in all to Dad's life that makes an impression! That little sponge will soak up absorb both his Dad and his Mom’s values! Then we won’t be “exasperating our children,” - confusing or causing them to stumble in their faith. They will reject this idea that Christianity is only for sissies! But our Savior not only commands. He also promises: “Train up a child in the way it should go; and when that child is old he or she will not depart from it.” Our children do not belong to us to do with as we please. What a price Jesus paid to make them his! His holy and precious blood! His innocent suffering and death! So what a privilege he gives to anyone assigned the role of a parent - to teach his dear little ones and to model for them the answer of how to live and how to die. How to live and how to die! Such parenting will never ever be in vain when you and I keep giving to our kids the Person who is the only answer to both those things. That Person is Jesus!
Dads and Moms, are we the kind of lane Paul is talking about in this bridge over the generation gap? Do we as husband and wife each Sunday morning joyfully walk together with our families into this building to let our Savior feed us all with his Word? Is ours a home where Jesus Christ is all in all, a home where Dad and Mom use only the Word to guide us and our children in every family decision we make and in every family direction we take? Or is ours a home that many times struggles and is in turmoil because Jesus isn’t always dwelling there? Moms and Dads when was the last time we climbed into bed and thanked our God for both the blessing of our children and of being their parents? When was the last time we folded our hands at the end of a day and asked our Lord to help us walk closer with him so we might be better Christian parents or that he would forgive our children’s sins and see to it that they continued to walk with him? Will you please do that tonight and every night after this one? Be that other half of this bridge over the generation gap!
We will never be perfect parents or perfect children. But one more time I point you to the solid girder underneath this bridge. Our Jesus has died for all our failures as children and parents. In him we not only are forgiven to start out fresh in our family life every single day. We have his strength to be the kind of parents and children that will make our homes blessings to him and one another, and to that lost and dying world around us. Lord Jesus, come back home with us today and abide with us there always. 
AMEN.

Preached by Pastor Mark P. Lindner at St. Matthew’s Evangelical Lutheran Church in Janesville, WI.

