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On this Labor Day weekend I am not concentrating so much on the “labor” part of this holiday as the fact that our children are going back to school. Going back to school is what I always associate with this time of year.

Scripture has a text about a “schoolmaster”.  Paul says that the Old Testament Law’s purpose wasn’t to save us from sin.  The Law could never do that.  The best the Law could ever do is to show us when we fail.  It only shows us how imperfect we are.  The work of the Law is to be a “schoolmaster” that would bring us to Jesus, the One who could cleanse our sin and promise us eternal life.

Here we celebrate the work that Christ did for us on the cross.  It is through His shed blood that we are saved, and it is a wonderful privilege for us to gather around the Table as a family and be reminded of Christ – our Savior.  I’ll read the story for you from the Apostle Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians.

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 – For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.

The Nuture Assumption

Our Scripture today comes from the very end of the Sermon on the Mount.  It is likely familiar to most of you.

Matthew 7:13-14 – Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.

I don’t know when Labor Day was set aside as a holiday, but I’m pretty sure that no one here was alive to remember it.  

As I mentioned earlier, for me, Labor Day was never about the labor or how people earn a living.  What I have always thought of when I think of Labor Day is going back to school.

I was thinking about our children this week, with the first day of school being on Tuesday.  Some will be starting school for the first time.  Many will be going to a new school.  Most will be in a new grade with new teachers.  It is a time of opportunity for growth and development.

As a Church Family we care deeply about our youth and their parents. That’s what families DO!  So we care about what’s happening with our children.

A few years back I read a book called The Nurture Assumption, written by psychologist, Judith Harris.  In this book she proposes that parents matter less than we might assume and that peers matter more than we might assume in influencing many areas of a child’s development. 

Now, there has been a raging discussion for years about the role that heredity plays in one’s development vs. the role of his/her life experiences.  This is the old Nature vs. Nurture debate.

What Ms. Harris suggests is that there are some domains of a child’s development where parents matter a great deal and others where a child’s peers more likely are the deciding factor in determining his/her values.

I tend to think (without scientific evidence, I might add) that good parenting is less of a guarantee that bad parenting is.  What I mean is, good parenting may lead to a child developing laudable values, while bad parenting is virtually guaranteed not to lead in that direction.  

As I turned to the Scripture, I found that the Bible has some things to say about parenting, but it really is not a great deal.  While we are thinking about our children going back to school, it is these passages that I want to explore with you this morning.

The verse we’d probably all think of is the 5th commandment, "Honor your father and mother."  But this is a command for children.  It is not about parenting.  However, when the Law is given to Moses, God does give some instruction to parents.  In Deuteronomy He tells them, 

These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Deut. 6:6-7

In the book of Ephesians, Paul gives an admonition to children that is similar to the 5th commandment.  Many people are familiar with this text, but few read the command he has for parents just following it.  Paul says, 

“Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right,” then right away he adds, “Fathers, do not exasperate your children, instead bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” Ephesians 6:1-4 

The other Bible reference to good parenting that I always think of is that famous old proverb.  

“Train up a child in the way that he should go and when he is old he will not depart from it.” Proverbs 22:6

This goes contrary to the theory put forth in the Judith Harris book I mentioned earlier, but the Bible says this is the case.  What the Wise Man of the Bible is referring to when he says, “Train up a child in the way he should go…” is the child’s spiritual training. This passage refers to way more than teaching your child the niceties of life, like saying “Yes Ma'am” and “No Ma'am”.  That’s all nice and good, but it’s not what this passage has in mind.

Jesus says you have to find the narrow gate that leads to godliness.  Picture, if you can, the old city of Jerusalem.  It has a gate here that leads to Damascus and another over there that leads to Joppa, another opens on the road to the district of Galilee.  Each of the gates leading out of the city leads somewhere.  One gate is narrow, and it leads to godliness.  Jesus says that very few go in that direction.  
What we really want as parents and as members of this Family of God is to provide an influence that constantly presents Jesus Christ to our children.  We want to provide an environment where they can be influenced by His will to claim as their own the precious promises and principles by which the Christian life should be lived.

You and I can’t make this happen for our children.  Each child has his or her own mind.  Your child will go forth with not only the experiences and teaching that you have offered.  You may be assured that he will be experiencing life and receiving “training” in settings that you have much less control over.

What we as parents and members can do is to try to create for our children a model of how Christian principles are practiced in real life. You will not do this by the words you say, as much as by the life that you live.  This is not just about parents!  Each member of God’s Family is responsible to model these life principles.  Our children are observing the very most basic things about how we live our lives.  They notice how we spend our money and for what purpose we invest our time.  They know where we put our best efforts.  So if we’re only in church when it’s convenient - what does that teach our children?  If we thoughtlessly just toss a dollar in the offering plate - what does that teach our children?  If we greet people with a smile on our face but then trash them behind their back - what does this teach our children?  If you tell your child to live a moral and upright life but they see you cheating on your wife or in business matters – what does that teach our children?

If you want your children and the children of this church to find the Gate to godliness, then go through it yourself – and let Jesus be in control of your life.

If we go through that Gate, perhaps they will follow.  If we do not, they have very, very little chance of discovering it by themselves. 

This Labor Day, as school starts, I ask you to remember to pray for our children, and pray for all of us collectively, as their Family of God, that He will enable us to be a company wherein dependence on Him and the fruits of a godly life are experienced and modeled and practiced openly before our children.

Benediction

Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever.  Amen.

