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With All Due Respect to Parents

A Study of Exodus 20:12

Characteristic:  Family Living

Big Idea:  Honor your father and your mother
Introduction:

A.
This morning I’m going to take a big risk.  I’m going to take a risk by laying my cards on the table right up front.  I’m going to tell you the big idea of this message at the beginning.  No build up.  No suspense.  And the big idea isn’t even worded cleverly.  In fact, it may even be boring.  Let me just get to it.  Then I’ll explain the risk.
B.
Our study of Exodus brings us to Exodus 20:12.  It’s the fifth of the Ten Commandments.  It  says,

NAU Exodus 20:12 “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives you.”

The big idea from this is very straightforward:   Honor your father and your mother.  Simple.  Right from the Bible.  No attempt to dress it up.
C.
And there’s no mystery here about how this  relates to becoming complete in Christ.  As a matter of conduct, honoring your father and your mother falls under  the characteristic of family living.

D.
So,  what’s the risk?  Well, I suspect some of you are thinking about checking out and “going to the land of make-believe” for the next half hour.
1.
Some of you may be thinking, “This is a message for kids living at home.  I’m an adult.  I don’t need this.”  You may be surprised to know that this command is directed to adults, not young children.  It certainly has application for young children, but this is mostly for adult children.
2.
Some of you may be thinking, “My parents are dead.  This doesn’t apply to me.”  Actually it does apply to you.  You can still honor your parents, even if they are no longer alive.

3.
Some of you may be thinking, “My parents have been a source of pain for me.  I’d just like to forget it.  Now, you’re just going to make me feel guilty.  So, I don’t want to hear it.”  You can honor your parents in a way that actually deals with the hurt.
4.
Some of you may be thinking, “You’re just going to say that I need to obey my parents.  I know that.  Let’s move on.”  I want to show you that, sometimes, the most honoring thing you can do is say, “no” to your parents.
5.
Some of you may be thinking, “My parents are meddling and manipulative.  How am I supposed to honor that?”  You can actually honor your parents without putting up with their meddling and manipulation.

E.
And all this is so very timely because, this week, many of you will have an opportunity to honor your parents on Thanksgiving.  Your parents might be coming.  Or you might be going to your parents.  Or you might call.  Or you may remember them if they’re gone.
F.
I want to answer four questions relating to honoring your father and your mother.
1.
 What does it mean honor your father and your mother?

2.
 When should you honor them?

3.
 Why should you honor them?

4.
And,  how do you honor them?
I.
Let’s start with the first question:   What does it mean to honor your parents?

A.
The original Hebrew word for  “honor” is, kabed.

1.
The word kabed literally means to be heavy.  So, if you want to be really biblical in honoring your mother, for example, you could say something like, “Mom, you’re really heavy.  In fact, you’ve gotten heavier over the years.”  She’ll really feel honored by that.

2.
No.  That wouldn’t be a good idea because kabed is rarely used in a strictly literal sense.  A figurative use of the word is more common, and in fact it’s used figuratively in our biblical text.  So, to honor your parents is to consider them to be heavy-weights, not in terms of pounds, but in terms of importance, value, and respect.  Conversely, to dishonor them is to consider them to be light-weights, or to take them lightly.

B.
It also may be helpful look at the word “honor” as it is used in the New Testament.  For example,  Ephesians 6:2 says,

NAU Ephesians 6:2 HONOR YOUR FATHER AND MOTHER . . .

This is actually a New Testament quotation of our text in Exodus 20:12.  The original Greek word for  “honor” here is the word timao.  In this context, timao means to ascribe worth to someone, to honor, to revere, or to respect (Friberg).
So, let me try to summarize what it means to honor our parents, according to the Bible.   To honor is a decision we make to place high value and importance on our parents, viewing them as God-given and worthy of our respect and care.
II.
This brings us to our next question.   When should you honor your father and your mother?  I have a few questions in mind in this regard.

A.
For example, should you honor your parents even after you are no longer under their authority as a minor?  Should you honor them when you’re an adult on your own?  The answer is, “yes.”
1.
I want you to notice that the command in our text has no time limits.  It doesn’t say, honor your parents while you’re living at home.  It doesn’t say honor them until you’re 18 or 21, then you can blow them off.  It just says, honor them.

In fact, many Bible scholars believe that this fifth commandment was directed primarily to adults, not young children.  One such scholar says,

. . . adults are the ones to whom the commandment is primarily directed (Durham, 291).

Another characterizes this as . . .

. . . a command which protected parents from being driven out of the home or abused after they could no longer work (Childs, 418).

So, instead of just being a command for young children to obey their parents, this is a command for adult children to care for their parents.  When parents live beyond their peak of physical productivity, they are not to be cast off as useless; they are to be honored.  This is the establishment of divine social security.  It is a call to adult children to care for their parents.
2.
This is quite consistent with other scriptures which call us to honor those who are older.    Leviticus 19:32 says,

NAU Leviticus 19:32 You shall rise up before the grayheaded and honor the aged . . .

As you can see, I’m growing to appreciate this verse more and more (.

 1 Timothy 5:1 says,

NAU 1 Timothy 5:1 Do not sharply rebuke an older man, but rather appeal to him as a father . . .

We should honor our elders, particularly our parents, regardless of our age or theirs.

B.
You say,  “What about when parents have passed away?  Are you still supposed to honor them?”  Yes.  We’ll find out how in the concluding “how-to” segment.
C.
And another thing.  Should you honor your parents when they don’t seem to deserve it?  Maybe they’ve been abusive or neglectful.  Are you still supposed to honor them?  Yes.  We should honor them regardless of merit, regardless of whether or not they are honorable.

1.
Notice in our text, the command is unconditional:  Honor your father and your mother.  It doesn’t say, “as long as they deserve it.”  It’s simply honor them, period.

2.
You say, “How is that possible?  You don’t know my parents.”  Dealing with awful parents is the most difficult issue surrounding the commandment to honor them.  Again, I’ll address this in the concluding “how-to” segment.
III.
That brings us to the next question.   Why should you honor your father and your mother?  Let me offer three good reasons.

A.
First and foremost, we should honor our parents because it is commanded.  This is not a spiritual suggestion; this is a divine decree.  And, we can’t sidestep it by saying that this is just one part of the Old Testament Law that has been superceded by Christ.  While that is true, the command to honor our parents is clearly reiterated in the New Testament.  So, it still applies.  We must obey.

B.
Beyond obedience, we should honor our parents because it is important.

1.
Let me try to show you how important this is in God’s eyes.  Exodus 21:15 says,

NAU Exodus 21:15 He who strikes his father or his mother shall surely be put to death.

 Exodus 21:17 says,

NAU Exodus 21:17 He who curses his father or his mother shall surely be put to death.

 Deuteronomy 27:16 says,

NAU Deuteronomy 27:16 Cursed is he who dishonors his father or mother. . . .

God takes this honoring stuff pretty seriously!  That’s why He gave these guidelines or laws to the people of Israel.  They testify to the importance of honoring our parents.
2.
Why is it so important?  Well, let’s take a look at the Ten Commandments for a moment.  I’ve condensed them  here in the order in which they are presented in the Bible.  We’ve got . . .

No other gods

No idols

Not in vain
Keep Sabbath

Honor parents

Don’t murder

No adultery

Don’t steal

Don’t lie

Don’t covet.

These commandments can be divided into two sets.  The first four commandments have to do with our relationship to God.  In this first set, the very first commandment sets the table for the others.  In the first commandment God says,

NAU Exodus 20:2 “I am the LORD your God . . . 3 You shall have no other gods before Me.”
The other three commandments in the set flow from this.  Because God is the one and only, He commands, “No idols.”  Because God is the one and only, He commands, “Don’t take my name in vain.”  Because God is the one and only, He commands, “Keep the Sabbath in remembrance of Me.”

The next set of commandments has to with our relationship to others.  And, notice which command tops this set:  Honor your father and your mother.  Why?  Because the other commandments flow from it.  Our relationship with our parents is pivotal.

One commentator explains it this way:

This fifth commandment is the centerpiece of the Ten Commandments. . . . the first four deal with our relationship with God, the other six with our relationship to each other.  It is important to note that when we begin the set of six that deals with our relationship with each other, the first of these deals with relationships within the family.  That puts the family where it belongs, in the center.  Unless people learn to live together in the family, they aren’t likely to learn to get along with anybody anywhere (Dunnam, Exodus, 261).

You see, honoring our parents is important because it’s the divine order of things.  It is how God speaks from one generation to the next.  It is God who put our parents over us, and we are to honor His arrangement.  It’s important.

C.
We should also honor our parents because it is beneficial.  Note the last part of our text that describes the benefit of honoring our parents.    Exodus 20:12 says,

NAU Exodus 20:12 “Honor your father and your mother,   that your days may be prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives you.”
What does it mean, “that your days may be prolonged?”  A number of alternatives have been suggested.

1.
One alternative is to view this benefit as being unique to the nation of Israel as it relates to the promised land God gave them.  This may simply be saying, “Obey God by honoring your parents and you’ll be blessed with a long stay in the land.  Disobey and you won’t enjoy that benefit.”

2.
Nevertheless,  Ephesians 6:2-3 quotes Exodus 20:12 and sort of paraphrases it in a way that sounds like it applies to us.  It says,

NAU Ephesians 6:2 HONOR YOUR FATHER AND MOTHER . . . 3 SO THAT IT MAY BE WELL WITH YOU, AND THAT YOU MAY LIVE LONG ON THE EARTH.

It does seem that honoring our parents somehow allows us to live better and longer today.  How is this possible?  Let me offer a few suggestions.

a.
First, if you don’t honor your Mom, she might kill you (.
b.
On a more serious note, when a young child honors his father by obediently not playing in the street where it’s dangerous, he may live longer.

c.
Also, when an older child honors his parents by forgiving them and living in harmony with them, he spares himself the physiological harm that stress and anger and unforgiveness can bring.  He may live better and longer.

d.
Also, to the extent that an entire society honors parents, it may enjoy the rich blessing of being in harmony with God’s design, and everyone in that society may generally live better and longer.

e.
Also, when an adult child honors her parent, that child is training her own children to honor her when she gets old.  This creates a generational model of honor that helps us live better and longer because our children will learn to care for us as we care for our parents.
So, honoring our parents can actually help us to live better and longer.

IV.
This brings us to the last question and the most difficult one.   How do you honor your father and your mother?  Let me present  a couple of basic steps.  Then we’ll apply them.
A.
The first step is represented by the word,  ascribe.  We ascribe honor to our parents.  That is, we decide place a very high value on them.  We choose to consider them to be of great worth and worthy of respect.  We view them the way God does.
I am reminded of the Antiques Road Show on TV.  Have you seen it?  It’s a show that travels all over the country.  Ordinary people bring in their antiques to be appraised by workers at the Show.  A typical scenario is Aunt Mavis who brings to the Show a family heirloom that’s been collecting dust and taking up space in the garage.  She hasn’t paid much attention to it.  She’s wondering if she should just unload it at a garage sale. She has no idea what it’s worth.  Then, the appraiser explains that the heirloom is in fact very valuable.  In fact, he says it’s worth about $45,000.  Aunt Mavis’s mouth drops open.  Her eyes get big.  She gasps.  She covers her mouth in shock.

What’s changed?  The heirloom hasn’t changed a bit.  It’s the same one that was collecting dust in the garage.  What’s changed is Aunt Mavis’s mind.  She’s changed her mind about how much the heirloom is worth.  She now ascribes honor to the heirloom.

In the same way, we should ascribe honor to our parents.  Maybe you haven’t been paying much attention to your parents.  But, this morning we have gone to the Heavenly Appraiser and in His Book, we have discovered that parents are priceless!  They are made in God’s image.  Our mouths drop open.  Our eyes get big.  We gasp.  We cover our mouths in shock.  And, we ascribe to our parents honor.

B.
The next step is represented by the word,  affirm.  We honor our parents by affirming their worth to us.  That is, we demonstrate to them that they are of great value to us.  Ascribing is something you think; affirming is something you do.  Ascribing sees; affirming tells—not just in words, but also in deeds.
C.
Well, how do you put this into practice?  Let me offer a few suggestions.  Then we’ll tackle some very difficult situations where honoring seems impossible.
1.
Here’s a list to start (Schlessinger, The Ten Commandments, 166-167).

a.
We can honor our parents when we appreciate whatever they give us; we dishonor them when we expect too much.

b.
We can honor our parents by ensuring they are cared for when they can no longer care for themselves.

c.
We can honor our parents by addressing them with respect even if we do not feel respect for them.

d.
We can honor our parents by choosing not to continually resent what they are not and what they failed to do and then throwing it in their faces.

e.
We can honor our parents by keeping them connected to family with letters, calls, and visits.

2.
Need some more specific ideas?  Well, a survey was conducted.  Parents of various ages were asked the question, “What could your children do or have they done to make you feel honored?”  Let’s go to school on just a few their responses (Smalley & Trent, The Gift of Honor, 43-44).  These are some of the things they had to say:

a.
On a day other than Mother or Father's Day, it would mean so much to get a card or letter from our children letting us know they're thinking of us.
b.
The greatest present I ever received from my son was a cassette tape that looked back on several specific things I had done for him in the past.
c.
Even though it's difficult for me to do, my daughter always makes a point of hugging me when we get together.
d.
As a single mom, when my children do chores without being asked, or additional chores, I feel honored.
e.
I feel flattered and humbled when my daughter asks my advice on struggles and needs in her life.
f.
My son and I have often disagreed over the years, but it means so much that we've cleared up past hurts.
g.
When I see my children do their best in school or on different projects, it honors me.
h.
Although he knew he didn't have to, my nineteen-year-old son helped out by paying some of the grocery and rent costs when we were having a tough time making ends meet.
i.
At my husband's funeral, I cried when my two sons and one daughter came up to me and told me they would love and take care of me as I grew older.
C.
Some of you may be thinking, “All that is nice for normal situations.  What about the tough ones?”  Let’s consider some tough situations.
1.
What if your parents are no longer alive?  How can you honor them?

You can honor them by remembering them.  You can remember the good things they taught you and honor them by living that way.  You can remember them to your children and honor them by passing on their legacy.  If your memories of your parents are very painful, you can honor them by forgiving them.

2.
What about living parents who are not particularly honorable?  How do you honor them?  Let’s consider the situation of a manipulative mother who uses guilt as means of controlling relationships.  Psychologists Henry Cloud and John Townsend in their book titled Boundaries present a hypothetical situation (p. 14).  One evening a thirty-five-year-old named Sherrie is working feverishly on her daughter’s costume for a school play the next day.  The doorbell rings.  It’s her own mother, the manipulator.  She’s come with a purse full of guilt.
Trying to be diplomatic, Sherrie artfully told her mother, “You can’t imagine how much I enjoy your surprise visits, Mom!  But I was wondering, would you mind if I sew Amy’s costume while we talk?”  Sherrie cringed inwardly, correctly anticipating her mother’s response.
“Sherrie, you know I’d be the last to intrude on your time with your family.”  Sherrie’s mother, widowed for twelve years, had elevated her widowhood to the status of martyrdom.  “I mean, since your father died, it’s been such an empty time.  I still miss our family.  How could I deprive you of that for yourself?”
. . . “That’s why I can understand why you don’t bring Walt and the children to see me much anymore.  How could I be entertaining?  I’m just a lonely old lady who gave her entire life to her children.  Who would want to spend any time with me?”

Put yourself in Sherrie’s shoes.  In that moment, how can you honor your mother?  Must you drop everything and play her game?  No.  You can refuse to play the guilt game and still honor your mother.  For example, you could say something like, “Mom, I love you and you’re important to me.  But I have to get this costume done tonight for the school play tomorrow.  Now, you’re welcome to sit and chat while I work, or perhaps you could even help me.  Otherwise, we can schedule another time to get together.”
You would in this way honor your mother without subjecting yourself to her manipulation.  Honoring your parents does not obligate you to play their selfish games.
3.
What if the situation is more serious?  Let’s say a husband is repeatedly unfaithful to his wife.  He has thereby violated his marriage vows and betrayed his children.  What’s more, he is neither repentant nor broken-hearted over what he has done.  No true remorse.  No godly sorrow.  Just some regrets over being caught and the resulting inconvenience.  He rationalizes his sin and tries to dignify himself by saying, “I just don’t love your mother anymore, but I’m staying in the marriage for you kids.”  He acts like it’s no big deal, and he plays the guilt card by saying, “We Christians are commanded to forgive.”  How is a child to honor this father?
Honoring does not mean looking the other way.  Honoring does not mean that you have to sugarcoat reality.  Honoring can mean caring enough to hold a loved one accountable.  For example, an older daughter could honor this father by saying something like, “You have betrayed our family and wounded me personally.  Your casual attitude toward your own sin against us continues to hurt me.  I care about you too much to just let this slide.  I pray that your heart would be broken over this and that you would truly repent.  Until you do, I’m afraid we will never again enjoy the fullness of our relationship as father and daughter, and that prospect saddens me.”
You may be thinking, “How in the world is this honoring to the father?  What about forgiveness?  Where’s the unconditional love?”  It is honoring to pray for the father; this daughter prays.  It is honoring to lovingly hold this father accountable for his sin; this daughter cares enough to confront him, and esteems him capable of responsible action.  It is honoring to forgive in the sense of releasing vengeful thoughts and behavior, but that forgiveness need not pretend nothing ever happened, and it does not ignore relational consequences.  Forgiveness is a widely misunderstood concept in the Christian community.  But, that’s another sermon.  If you’d like more information about forgiveness, let me know on your Connection Card, call the office, or email me.  I’d be happy to get you some information that I think you’ll find helpful.
4.
What about an abusive parent?  What if your parent has abused you physically or sexually?  Or what if you were abused by someone else, but your parents failed to protect you by making light of it, or sweeping it under the rug as the family embarrassment?  What if anger or even hatred stirs in your heart over what they have done?  How do you honor them?
Honoring is not pretending things are better than they really are.  Honoring can include seeking help from a trusted friend or counselor in navigating rightly this parental relationship that has gone so wrong.  Honoring can include seeking help to learn what forgiveness really means before granting it prematurely and feeling guilty that it somehow didn’t take.  Honoring can include seeking help to face the ugliness of abuse squarely and see that God is enough to redeem it.  If you need some help like this, I invite you to simply let us know by using the Connection Card or calling the office.  We’d like to help.
5.
What about an aging, widowed mother who is no longer able to take care of herself?  You feel a responsibility to take care of her, but you also have a responsibility to your own immediate family.  What complicates this further is that, even though she cannot live independently, she stubbornly refuses to relinquish her independence.  She says that she doesn’t want to be a burden, but by refusing to let go of her independence and control, she’s become the center of attention.  How do you honor her?
I know of no easy answers regarding whether or when a parent should move in with you or move into some other kind of assisted-living arrangement.  But honoring can include drawing firm boundaries.  For example, it may be perfectly appropriate to say something like, “Mom, I love you and I want to care for you, but you can no longer live alone.  By refusing to depend on help, you’re putting yourself at risk, and you’re making it harder on the rest of us.  I can’t take care of you this way.  If you want be to take responsibility for your care, I will do it gladly, but you must also grant me the authority to make decisions that will truly help you.”
You see, honoring your mother doesn’t require you to be held captive by her refusal to face reality.

6.
What if you’re 19 years old and you want to move to California, but your parents are dead-set against it?  They quote Ephesians 6:1, “Children, obey your parents.”  In this case, how do you honor your parents?
First of all, the context of the Ephesians 6:1 command to obey is childrearing.  Three verses later, fathers are told to bring up their children in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.  So it is reasonable to conclude that when the “bringing up” ends, so does the child’s obligation to obey.  But the obligation to honor remains.
One way to honor your parents in this situation would be to listen carefully to understand where your parents are coming from.  In the event that you still disagree, instead of blowing them off, perhaps you could suggest the involvement of a trusted third party—a wise person who knows you and your parents—a person you could ask to be a kind of loving arbitrator.  It might be an elder of your church who could come, listen to both sides, pray, and offer advice.  You’re not technically obligated to do this, but it could be a way to honor your parents.
The point of this and the other scenarios is that you can honor your parents without playing their games, without indulging their selfishness, and without tolerating their sin.  It can be terribly difficult to honor your parents in tough situations like these.  But you can do it.  You are called to do it.
D.
You may be thinking, “I just can’t honor my parents.  After all they’ve done to me, it just doesn’t seem fair.  The injustice of honoring them galls me.”
Consider one last thing.  Jesus Christ honors you.  Even though you don’t deserve it, Christ came to honor you.  The all-knowing, all-powerful, all-holy, all-wise, ever-present, ever-loving Creator of the universe came to ascribe and to affirm to you how valuable you are to Him.  He ascribed and affirmed your worth to Him by giving everything He had for you.  He died in your place and on your behalf to pay for your wrongdoing.
He did it on a cross.  Mocked, misunderstood, spat upon, flogged, pierced, hung, and slowly asphyxiated.  On a cross.  He knows all about abuse.

And He rose again to honor you.  By the power of His resurrection, He honors you by extending to you personally an invitation to become adopted into His forever family—to enjoy eternal life with Him.  You were orphaned by your own sin, but God wants to adopt you.  And He paid the ultimate price to make that adoption possible.
What did you do to deserve this honor?  Nothing.  The Bible says no one is righteous.  No one is intrinsically good.  Not one.  We all like sheep have gone astray.
What can you do to earn this honor?  Nothing.  If you’re hoping that, when the day comes, God will somehow adopt you because the good has outweighed the bad in your life, you are deluding yourself.  God has made it painfully clear.  All your righteous deeds don’t amount to much before Him.  If you think they do, that’s exactly the kind of sinful pride for which Christ had to pay.
Well then, how can you receive this honor of being adopted into God’s forever family?  Be baptized?  No.  Go to church?  No.  Become a member of a certain church?  No.  Turn your life around?  No.  Read the Bible and pray everyday?  No.  Be completely sincere about your religious convictions?  No.  Serve others?  No.

These are good things.  But there’s only one way to become adopted into God’s forever family and enjoy eternal life with Him.  There’s only one way to receive this gracious gift of adoption that Christ offers by His death and resurrection.  It is shockingly simple.  In your heart, you say something like, “Okay, I’ll take it.”  That’s it.  That’s what it means to believe in Jesus—you simply take Him at His word.  You are adopted by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone.  You simply trust Jesus Christ for the eternal life that He offers.
But our culture is so works-oriented that this sounds too simple.  Aren’t there other steps to take?  Isn’t there a certain prayer to pray?  Aren’t you supposed to feel something?  How do you know that you’re adopted?
Would you close your eyes just for a moment?  By His death and resurrection, Jesus Christ offers eternal life to all who will simply believe Him for it.  So you know that you’re adopted if, in your heart, you have said something like, “Okay, I’ll take it.  I believe.”  If in your heart right now, you’re saying for the first time, “Okay, I’ll take it” would you please raise your hand just long enough that I can see it.  I’m not going to embarrass you.  And raising your hand briefly doesn’t really do anything but let me know what God already knows—that you’re saying, “Okay, I’ll take it.”
Congratulations.  Those who have said, “I’ll take it” have been adopted into God’s forever family.  I’d like to invite you to visit our Prayer Room in the back of the auditorium.  After the service there will be people there who can pray with you, answer your questions, and help you get started in this new family of God.
“Father, thank you for those who you have added to your forever family today.  For those of us in the family, would you help us to follow your example of honor?  As you have honored us, would you help us to honor our parents.  Amen.”
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