Mother’s Day 2021

“A Child’s Pride”

Proverbs 17:6
Many parents know the pride of seeing their children accomplish something: taking their first step, receiving a diploma, or walking down the aisle to begin a new family. At times the parents seem to enjoy the fruits of their child’s victory as much as the child…if not more! A parent’s pride is a common feeling.

So when I read Proverbs 17:6, I had to re-read the words to catch what it said: “Children’s children are a crown to the aged, and parents are the pride of their children.” When I first read the verse, my mind comprehended the last phrase as, “and children are the pride of their parents.” But that’s not what Solomon wrote! I read it again and allowed the truth to sink in. The more I thought about it, the more I understood.

This proverb is written as a parallelism, the common form of poetry in the ancient world. “Crown” and “pride” (or “glory”), the two words conveying the value of the relationships, are a fixed pair, words commonly coupled in Hebrew poetry.
 While line one witnesses the pride running from the elderly to the youth, the second line pictures it flowing the opposite direction. Children find great honor in having honorable parents. True, the commandment requires children to honor their father and mother, but it is also incumbent upon the parents to give their children reason to do so.

I expect a few eyebrows may be raised at the sight of the word “pride” in this verse. After all, is not pride “the chief sin,” described by C. S. Lewis as “the essential vice, the utmost evil…it was through pride that the devil became the devil”? Yes, but not in this case. Lewis explains in the same book,

We say in English that a man is “proud” of his son, or his father, or his school, or regiment, and it may be asked whether “pride” in this sense is a sin. I think it depends on what, exactly, we mean by “proud of”. Very often, in such sentences, the phrase “is proud of” means, “has a warm-hearted admiration for”. Such an admiration is, of course, very far from being a sin.

The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament adds, 

There is a sense in which tipʾārâ speaks of a right kind of boasting, pride, a “glorying.” This is especially true of this word in Proverbs 17:6, “the children’s ‘glory’ is their father.” …Related to these are those verses in which God speaks of Israel as his “glory,” Isa 46:13; 62:3; Jer 13:11; 33:9.

What does it take to be a mother described as “the pride of her children”? 

A Caring Responsibility

First there is a caring responsibility. In his first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul writes, “We were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her little children” (1 Thessalonians 2:7). To illustrate the caring responsibility of his ministry, Paul refers to an image we can easily relate to: a mother.

Despite some recent events in which mothers abuse, neglect, or even kill their own children, a mother’s gentleness is still the norm. The reason such horrendous stories make the news at all is that they are the exceptions. Most people can still point back to their mother’s love during their formative years. Even hardened criminals often hold high respect for their mothers!

A number of years ago my pastor from my home church, M. A. Vayda, preached from this very text on four characteristics of a caring mother. I’d like to briefly share what he drew from these verses:

Gentleness – There is nothing that can ever take the place of a mother’s gentleness. A child is aware of its mother before its own existence. 

Patience – Children don’t grow up instantly; they experience growing pains and problems as they mature. 

Loving – The Bible assumes that children will be loved. When mom and dad love the Lord, they will love each other and will love their children. When they don’t get along with each other, they often take it out on their children.

Sacrifice – Giving of time and energy in the care of children. Paul didn’t turn them over to babysitters; he was personally involved. He didn’t say, “Go read a book” in place of his own personal involvement.
 

Parental responsibility has been called into question in our times. We are quick to point out what should not be done: don’t try to live your unfulfilled dreams through your child; don’t smother your child protectively; don’t let your child run rampant…the list goes on and on. But what should a parent hope to accomplish in the raising of a child? Before we get to the how-to’s we need to consider the basic question of what is the goal.

The goal of child-rearing is seen twice in Scripture in nearly identical terms. In 1 Samuel 2:26, the boy Samuel is said to have “grown in stature and in favor with the Lord and with men.” The boy Jesus is likewise described in Luke 2:52 as “[growing] in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.” I don’t think it is coincidental that both children had godly mothers—Hannah and Mary, respectively.

How is this done? While parenting is certainly more complicated than this, two important factors are the teaching of responsibility and respect: responsibility of self and respect toward God and others. Such virtues are taught from an early age, and as Chuck Swindoll likes to say, some lessons are “better caught than taught.”
 Children do learn by instruction, but they learn much more by imitation. We must model these traits.

A Christ-like Reflection

Many cultures teach the importance of personal responsibility and respect for others (though I have my doubts about our own society in these realms!) For the Christian family, though, another element must be included. Children should be exposed to the truth of God’s Word from an early age. Again, this Christ-like reflection must be both verbal and visible. As children see the truth practiced before their eyes, they will be more likely to hear the truth with their ears.

The Israelites were commanded to instruct their children in the teaching of God’s Word in Deuteronomy 6:6-9,

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. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.

In other words, make the truth of Scripture an integral part of your everyday life! This does not mean putting the kids on the church bus for Sunday School while the parents stay home! Verse six begins, “These commandments…are to be upon your hearts.” If they aren’t a part of the parents’ life, they probably won’t be a part of the child’s life either (unless, by the grace of God, they catch it somewhere else).

These verses describe what one author calls “the sacred duty” to lead their children into the Word of God.
 The Bible teaches that children are a gift from God. They are not their parents’ property, as Western culture presupposes. On the contrary, they belong to God. Rearing them is a sacred stewardship designated by God for parents.
 Thus the commonly heard phrase, “They’re my kids—I’ll raise them however I want!” is an unbiblical attitude.

Parents these days often expect the school or the church to teach their children moral responsibility and religious education, but the Bible teaches that such is a family-centered responsibility.
 The task of raising children was to be done in the home, not in some institution or the combined efforts of a group of professionals.
 Our government wants us to believe that “It takes a village to raise a child,” in order to remove parental authority in the home. This is leading to the disintegration of the family…and that is very dangerous to our society.

I may get in trouble for saying this, but I am not in favor of putting prayer back in public schools. I am not against praying in school—as long as there are pop quizzes and final exams, there will be prayer in schools!—but do I really want my child’s teachers—whatever religion they might be—leading the class in prayer? Mom and Dad, do your job at home! The same can be said for sex education and the teaching of morals and values in general. Let the schools get back to teaching reading, writing, and arithmetic! 

Furthermore, don’t depend on the church to raise your children, either! Our faith is not to be reserved for church on Sunday only. It should spill over and impact every area of our lives, particularly in our homes.
 Christianity isn’t a Sunday lifestyle! It is a Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, and on and on in the cycle-of-living lifestyle. So much so, that Christ fits naturally into the regular conversation and lifestyle of the home.

God’s desire is that there be a conscious, consistent, transfer of God’s truth from the older to the younger in the family. If there is an unconscious mistake Christian parents make, it is thinking that our children automatically capture our zeal for Christ. Quite the contrary; the only thing automatic is that our children automatically get turned off to spiritual things. Never forget, living in enemy territory can easily take its toll. If there is going to be a capturing of the heart for God and the cultivation of inner zeal, there needs to be the process described here of an authentic training session.

When do we do this? This passage gives some practical suggestions as to when you should teach your children the Bible. Teach them “when you sit at home”—perhaps before or after meals. Discuss the Bible “when you walk along the road”—on trips in the car or during walks around the neighborhood. Read Scripture “when you lie down”—before bed—”and when you get up”—in the morning.

How do we do this? Consistently. The root term translated “teach” in the Deuteronomy 6 passage suggests “repeating,” telling over and over again. But not in a boring, pedantic way. The Hebrews had a term for making a formal proclamation, as in delivering a lecture. It is not used here. There’s also a term for just talking. That’s the one used here. That is extremely significant! We are to talk of spiritual things just as we would talk about anything else in our home. You talk together about how your ball team played last night. No big deal, you just talk about that. You talk about what you’re going to do next week. You don’t lecture on it. You don’t make a big announcement, you simply talk about it. You talk about the pressure you felt today from so-and-so. You talk about what you’re going to have for supper. You may talk about what you plan to watch on television that evening. You don’t hold classes on it, you merely talk about it. There is an easy-going, natural flow of conversation. That’s the word used here. That is what will make Christianity authentic.

Bob Russell gives a great illustration of this:

A two-year-old and her mother were walking one day when the mother said, “Look at those clouds! Didn’t God do a good job making those pretty clouds?”

The little girl stopped in her tracks, looked into the sky, gave the thumbs up sign, and said, “Good job, God!”

When we take the time to teach our children about God when they are young, believing in God becomes as natural as any other part of life.

A Child’s Response

One New Testament character who benefited from such an upbringing was Timothy. Paul writes in 2 Timothy 1:5, “I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also.” These godly women join the ranks of Hannah, Mary, and numerous other mothers highlighted in Scripture for their faithfulness in instilling a godly heritage in their children. They evidence both a caring responsibility and a Christ-like reflection that went a long way in the lives of their children. (In no way am I diminishing the role of the father in parenting, but demonstrating the tremendous influence a mother can—and should—have on her children.)

There is another person who owes a great debt to a mother’s caring responsibility and Christ-like reflection. You won’t find his story in the pages of Scripture (thankfully!) nor even a biography or a listing of notable people. (Notorious people, maybe….)

That person is me.

From my earliest memories I recall my mother as not only a mentor but also a model of what she taught. I was instructed in the importance of being responsible for my actions, being respectful of other people and their property, and reverent toward God. These lessons came not only through church but in everyday life, where the impression is made much more deeply. What I have done right can largely be traced back to her influence (as well was my father’s); where I have failed can usually be traced to ignoring those lessons.

King Lemuel wrote in Proverbs 31:28-31 concerning the virtuous woman, 

Her children arise and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her: “Many women do noble things, but you surpass them all.” Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised. Give her the reward she has earned, and let her works bring her praise at the city gate.

Amen.

I will never personally know the pride a child can bring to a parent. I can’t say how much pride I have brought to my own parents—I only hope it has been more pride than pain. But I can echo the words of Proverbs 17:6, “parents are the pride of their children.”
I sincerely thank God for mine.

Perhaps you feel the same way about your mother. Let her know that today, if you still can. Pause a moment and thank God for the blessing of a godly mother, whose caring responsibility and Christian reflection have shaped your life for the better.

For those mothers out there who still have children at home, I salute you today. You have the most awesome responsibility anywhere on earth. This message is not meant to heap guilt on you, but to maybe provide some practical insight to help you in the days ahead. Perhaps your prayer can be, “Lord, make me a [mother] who is worthy of the admiration and honor of my children!”
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