           3/15/06 Sermon:   “The 4th Commandment”
            ( Exodus 20:12; Ephesians 6:1-4; Matthew 15:1-9 )

***********************************************************************
     So far we have covered the first 3 of the 10 Commandments.  The first 3 Commandments focus on our relationship with God.  We learned that we are to love and trust God above all things.  We learned that we are not to misuse His Name but use it as God intended.  We learned that we are to rest in God’s work and gladly hear His Word.

     Tonight we continue our series on the 10 Commandments with 4th Commandment:  “Honor your Father and your Mother.”  The 4th Commandment begins the second half of the 10 Commandments which treats our relationship with other humans – and the 4th Commandment deals with our parents and other authorities God has placed over us.
     In fact, Scripture teaches that God chooses to serve us THROUGH our parents and other authorities.  Therefore, when we honor our parents or other authorities we are actually honoring God who serves us THROUGH them.  

     Now, the reason God puts special focus on parents is that we are closer to them than any other authorities.  Think about it.  God used our parents to create us.  God used our parents to give us life.  God used our parents to protect us and care for us when we were helpless infants.  For these reasons alone we should honor our parents.

     In his Small Catechism Martin Luther gives this explanation to the 4th Commandment:  “We should fear and love God so that we do not despise or anger our parents and other authorities, but honor them, serve and obey them, love and cherish them.”
     We sinners need to hear this —- especially in our world today!  Our natural inclination is to rebel against authority.  Children need to understand that when they rebel against their parents or despise them, they are actually rebelling against God and despising Him because He serves them through their parents.

     I’ve already mentioned that God used our parents to give us life and care for us as infants.  But even as we grew older our parents gave us food, clothing, shelter and many other blessings.  

     But most of all, we must thank God for Christian parents.  If your parents brought you to Holy Baptism, took you to Church and Sunday School, said prayers with you and spoke God’s Word to you at home, then you are blessed indeed!  No wonder God wants you to honor your parents.  But how do we “honor” them?
     First, God wants us to obey our parents.  Children, this means that you are to do what your parents ask without questioning them or resisting them.  

     Please understand, I’m not suggesting you should obey your parents if they ask you to sin.  But in almost all cases parents DON’T ask children to sin.  Instead, parents teach you right from wrong.  Parents also give rules that are for your own good, even if you don’t understand it at that time.

     Second, God also wants us to respect our parents.  It’s not enough to obey them if we obey with an attitude.  Sometimes we obey in such a way that we show anger to our parents or treat them with disrespect.  God does not want this!  We are to respect our parents as well as obey them.

     Finally, we are to love and serve our parents.  Now, that word “love” does not merely mean “affectionate emotions” because emotions can come and go.  Love is NOT a feeling.  Love is a decision and a choice to serve another person.  

     God wants us to help our parents in any way we can.  Children, you can show love for your parents by helping with work around the home or doing something nice for them.  Love is more than words and emotion.  Love is action and commitment.  
     However, some may wonder if the 4th Commandment only applies to us while we’re children.  What happens when we become adults and leave home?  Obviously, as adults we are no longer under our parents’ authority because we are then responsible for our own actions.  

     Nevertheless, God still wants us to respect and serve our parents even when we are adults -- especially when they grow old and need our help.  Jesus refers to this aspect of the 4th Commandment in our Gospel reading.  Jesus’ rebuked some people who came up with a sinful excuse for not helping their needy parents as God commands.  God expects families to care for each other.

     At this point I need to explain that the 4th Commandment is not only limited to parents.  Throughout Scripture God teaches that we are to obey and respect ANY authorities that God places over us.  
     For example, teachers at school or at church; those who are in charge of us at work; police and other law enforcement, as well as various government officials.  God serves us through all these authorities and He expects us to honor them.
     But what if the authorities God places over us end up mistreating us or ask us to do evil?  In those cases God wants us to obey Him.  God does not want us to submit to authorities who ask us to sin or who wish to do us harm for no good reason.  But in all other circumstances God expects us to obey and respect our parents and other authorities.

     This helps us understand that the 4th Commandment also applies to those who are in authority.  In other words, parents and other authorities need to behave in a manner worthy of honor.  How can parents expect their children to honor them if those same parents mistreat their children, fail to teach them right from wrong, and are poor role models?

     If you recall our reading from Ephesians Paul does not only speak to the children.  Paul also speaks to the Fathers.  Now, this doesn’t mean that Mother’s aren’t important.  They are!  Paul addresses Fathers because “the buck stops here!”  God gives Fathers the primary responsibility of teaching children right from wrong.  Most of all, God expects Fathers to be the spiritual leaders of the home.

     Sadly, in many homes the mother is the primary or maybe even the only spiritual influence over the children.  This is not God’s plan.  Father’s are to be the primary spiritual leaders of the home.  Listen to Paul’s words:  “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.”
     How do we Fathers “exasperate” our children?  Paul means that we make them frustrated with life.  How?  In one of two ways:  1)  We burden them with rules but give them no love and mercy, or 2) We give them no rules at all and fail to discipline them when they are wrong.  In either case, we make life hard for our children and set them up to be frustrated.

     In contrast, Paul says that we Fathers should nurture our children with God’s Word.  This means we use God’s Law to teach them right from wrong.  But, even more, it means speaking the Gospel to them.  We must point our children to Christ and let them know that they are forgiven.  We need to tell them that God loves them dearly.  We need to point them to Jesus and all that He has done for them.

     My friends, if parents would raise their children in the Lord and if children would honor their Christian parents life in this world would be paradise.  Paul even says that the 4th Commandment contains a promise:  We will live long in the land!
     Now, Paul does not mean living many years as much as he means a life of peace and joy.  Paul is teaching us that the family is the basic foundation of society.  If parents are doing their job and children submit to their parents, life in this world will be wonderful.

     But life isn’t always wonderful, is it?  All over the world marriages and families are torn apart.  There are children who refuse to honor their parents.  There are parents who ignore and mistreat their children.  There are teachers, pastors, police and government officials who fail to do their jobs and even abuse those under their care.  We don’t obey the 4th Commandment.  No wonder this world is in such a mess.  What’s the answer?  

     The answer is Jesus!  God uses the 4th Commandment to show us how we fall short of God’s plan.  If we examine our lives we must all admit that we have broken the 4th Commandment more times and in more ways than we can imagine.  That’s why we need Jesus!

Jesus is our Savior!  Jesus has come to give us the long life that we can’t earn for ourselves.  

     First, Jesus kept the 4th Commandment perfectly for us.  Not only did Jesus honor his earthly parents perfectly.  Even more, Jesus honored His heavenly Father perfectly.  Listen to what Jesus said to His Father when He was in the Garden of Gethsemane:   “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.” 
     Jesus obeyed His Father and went to the cross to suffer and die for all our sins – including our failure to keep the 4th Commandment.  If you are burdened with guilt because of times you did not honor your parents or other authorities; if you are burdened with guilt because you have not been the perfect mother or father, you can come Jesus and know that you are forgiven and holy before God.

     This same Jesus who forgives you and covers you with His own perfection, this same Jesus will give you a new heart that longs to keep the 4th Commandment.  In fact, that’s what Paul means when he tells children to obey their parents “in the Lord.”

     Paul knows that we can’t obey the 4th Commandment no matter how hard we try.  Only the Lord who forgives us and loves us can help us to begin to obey this Commandment.  

     So, children, confess your sins to God and know that He forgives you.  The Lord will help you to honor your parents.  Fathers and Mothers, confess your sins to God and know that He forgives you.  The Lord will help you to nurture your children in God’s Ways.

     As God’s mercy and love moves us to obey the 4th Commandment, we will have peace in our homes and, in turn, we will be a blessing to our communities.  But even more, we can look forward to a long, eternal life with our True Father in heaven who serves us now through the authorities He has placed over us.  Amen!
