Our Obligation to the Next Generation #1

“Teach Them about the Lord”

selected Scriptures

“Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans—born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage—and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which this Nation has always been committed, and to which we are committed today at home and around the world.”

When those words were first spoken more than six decades ago, there was a real sense that a new generation of Americans was emerging. John F. Kennedy had just been sworn in as the 35th President of the United States, the youngest man to ever be elected to that office. He was the first President born in the 20th century, and he brought with him advisors and associates that were closer to his age than the age of many in government.

Yet these words still ring true today, not only for our country but for our church. It has been said that the church is always just one generation away from extinction. Like a relay team at a track meet, the passing of the baton to the next runner is crucial. Good relay teams spend hours practicing the passing of the baton. The runners know that dropping the baton almost always means losing the race.

Adult Christians must take seriously the biblical command to pass on the baton of faith to the next generation. Like a good relay team, we must develop effective strategies for passing our faith to those who come behind us. To drop the baton is to lose the race. And in this case the consequences are much greater than losing a sporting competition.

Taking care to pass the baton of faith is especially important in this era because there are so many forces working against us, and more importantly, against our children. Satan is saturating our young people with concepts that are diametrically opposed to God’s standards. The peer pressure that teenagers face today is largely anti-Christian. Yet too often the adults around them do little to alleviate that pressure.

Much is said today about what we can do for future generations—save the planet from global warming; preserve natural resources; reduce the debt burden on those to come; and the list goes on and on. These may be noble pursuits, but I don’t believe these are the crucial areas of concern when we think of those who follow us on the stage of life.

Physical, mental, emotional, and relational health is important, but unless we pass on a spiritual heritage we have failed our children and grandchildren. General Douglas MacArthur stated at the end of World War II,

We have had our last chance. If we do not now devise some greater and more equitable system, Armageddon will be at our door. The problem is basically theological and involves a spiritual [renewal] and improvement of human character. It must be of the spirit if we are to save the flesh.

Over the next four weeks I want to address our obligation to the next generation. I will not cover all the important subjects that should be passed on, and you may or may not agree with the four areas I have chosen. That’s fine. We must start somewhere. 

I would summarize my approach in the title of the classic song, “Teach Your Children Well.” Just before the Israelites were about to enter the Promised Land, Moses gave his farewell address, as he would not be accompanying them across the Jordan River. His address is the book of Deuteronomy. More than once Moses commands the people to “teach your children well.” In Deuteronomy 6:4-9 we read,

Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. 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. 

Then in Deuteronomy 11:18-21,

Fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds; tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Teach them to your children, talking about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates, so that your days and the days of your children may be many in the land that the Lord swore to give your forefathers, as many as the days that the heavens are above the earth.

In the New Testament, Paul writes in Ephesians 6:4, “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” 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 get turned off to spiritual things.
 
The Conflict of Our Teaching

We begin by considering the conflict of our teaching. No, I am not referring to contradictions in what we teach our children, but those elements in society that are in conflict with what Christian parents want their children to know.

School Systems Are Working Against Our Children

In many of our schools, our children are taught values that are contrary to the Word of God. In too many public schools, they are indoctrinated into a philosophy of moral relativism: there are no absolutes and everyone should be free to do his own thing.

Tolerance is extolled as the highest virtue. You have no right, they say, to criticize someone else’s choices. They are taught that the world occurred accidentally, and that life itself developed by chance through evolution.

If they graduate from high school with their values still intact, young people face even greater pressure on the university campuses. There they are often taught that the Bible is a book of mythical stories, that Christianity has been harmful to the world, and that Christians are unloving and intolerant because they believe that everyone should abide by the same set of values. Facts about America’s history and heritage, Western civilization’s moral roots, the historical reliability of the Bible, and scientific evidence for creation are suppressed or ignored in most schools and colleges.

The Government Is Working Against Our Children

Abraham Lincoln said, “The philosophy of the school in one generation will become the philosophy of the government in the next.” It is no surprise, then, that the government is also communicating values that are anti-Christian and anti-American. The push toward socialism and extremism has been fostered in public universities for years.

Lawmakers seem to fall over one another to pass legislation that caters to fringe minorities in our culture in order to appear tolerant and relevant. School curriculum is mandated beginning in kindergarten exposing children to materials they are too young to comprehend. 

The Media Is Working Against Our Children

The message our children are receiving from the media is also counter-Christian. For years, Hollywood has insisted that they don’t shape values; they just reflect community standards. At the same time, thirty-second segments of television are sold to advertisers for thousands of dollars with the promise that they can change the buying habits of the American people. If behavior can be changed with thirty-second commercials, what immense power is present in two-hour feature films!

Add to this social media, with it’s 24/7 access exposing our children to bullying, explicit sexuality, and the extremes of today’s woke culture, and it is apparent that our young people today face more pressures that we ever did growing up.

Living in enemy territory can easily take its toll. The task of teaching children is the responsibility of the home, not of some institution or the combined efforts of a group of professionals. And the teaching must be deliberate. The root term translated “teach” in the Deuteronomy 6 passage suggests, “repeating,” telling over and over again as well as modeling a consistent message.
 The family, throughout Scripture, is considered to be the basic channel for the moral and practical teaching of children. 
 

Many parents today take the attitude, “We want our children to make their own choices when it comes to faith,” so they don't bring them to church or instruct them about the Bible at home. But how can they make their own choices when it comes to faith if they haven’t been told? As Romans 10:14 says, “But how can they call on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they believe in him if they have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him unless someone tells them?” (nlt)
The Content of Our Teaching

Next we look at the content of our teaching. Referring back to Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.” This orthodox Jewish confession of faith is called the Shema after the Hebrew word that means, “to hear.” This confession is still recited each morning and evening by devout Jews all over the world, affirming “Yahweh, our Elohim, Yahweh is one.” So important is this confession that Jewish boys in orthodox homes are required to memorize it as soon as they can speak.

The people of the one true God were about to enter a land of many false gods. They would inhabit cities they didn’t establish, live in homes they didn’t build, drink from wells they didn’t dig, and eat from groves and vineyards they didn’t plant. All this unexpected and instant affluence would present a new kind of danger.

Imagine suddenly inheriting a vast fortune or winning a $100 million lottery, and moving among the cultural elite. In all the excitement and affluence, there would be a great temptation to forget our dependence upon the Lord and grow indifferent to Him. To prevent this, the Lord commanded His people in verse 8, “Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.” 

At some point in Jewish history, worshipers took this command literally, and to this day, orthodox and conservative Jews wear two leather pouches during morning prayers: one on the forehead, the other on the right hand. Tucked inside are little strips of parchment printed with the text of important passages of Scripture. Similarly, almost every home and business in Israel has taken verse 9 just as literally: “Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” Jews customarily affix a little tube called a mezuzah (Hebrew for “doorpost”) to the doorpost of their homes, offices, even hotel rooms, sometimes placing the sacred words of Scripture inside.

Verse 4 is a classic statement of the biblical doctrine of monotheism—there is only one God. Since there is only one God, He should be loved completely. Verse 5 is central to the book of Deuteronomy—indeed, to the entire Bible! When Jesus was asked, “What is the greatest commandment?” He replied in Matthew 22:37-40, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” I believe Jesus was referring to our emotions (heart), will (soul), and intellect (mind). The people of God are to exhibit a love that dominates their emotions, directs their thoughts, and is the dynamic of their actions. This degree of love will be evident to God and to others.

Saint Augustine gave interesting advice when he said, “Love God, then do as you please.” If we love God sufficiently to want to do what is pleasing in His sight, then we need never worry about our conduct, because things that will not please God will not please us. If we lack love for God, all the rules in the world will not keep us true to Him. The law tells us what to do; love gives the power to do it.
 The bottom line is that God wants to be the nucleus of our lives.
 This is the content of our teaching about the Lord.

The Context of Our Teaching

Finally we have the context of our teaching. Deuteronomy 11:19 says, “Teach them to your children, talking about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.”
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 the Cardinals or Cubs 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 your Christianity authentic. It 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.

Any person who relegates Christianity to Sunday does not stand strong Monday through Saturday. But when truths are inculcated during the average, everyday, run-of-the-mill activities of the home, then they become a part of the warp and woof of a person’s life and character.

Christianity isn’t a Sunday school lesson—it is a lifestyle. Each day when you get up from your bed, you should talk of these things. When you’re sitting around the supper table, the things of God should permeate your conversation. When you’re driving, you should include the Lord and His Word in what you say. Before bedtime each night, you talk of the things of God. That’s what it’s all about. Discuss truth in every part of life—without exception. That’s true faith at its best.

Where does this happen? In the home. You can’t outsource biblical teaching. Moses doesn’t just tell his listeners to be sure to take their children to the Tabernacle. He tells them to teach their children in the home. This is where children learn to stand alone against the pressure of the world.

On the road. For us, “when you are on the road” can refer to either walking or driving. When was the last time you took a walk with just one other person—a spouse, a friend, a parent, a child? What about a drive just for the purpose of spending time with someone, reflecting together on what God has done and is doing?

Going to bed and getting up. Mornings and evenings can be times of insecurity for children. These are excellent times to affirm our children, remind them of God’s love and presence, and offer them godly counsel.

Talking is an informal way of teaching. Not all teaching has to take place in a classroom or with lesson plans. Whenever we’re talking, we have the opportunity to teach one another about God and the truths of His Word.

This is not going to happen automatically. As Christians we must develop an effective, proactive strategy for transferring our faith and God’s ideas to those who come behind us. 

The Israelites understood that the transferring of their faith would not occur in a single event, like a baby dedication, but was a continual, lifelong discipline. They were not to assume that their children would embrace their values. Instead, they were to make a deliberate effort to saturate their youth with God’s Word.

In the New Testament, Paul wrote to a young minister named Timothy: “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” (2 Timothy 1:5).

Throughout Scripture we are instructed to teach the next generation to know the Word of God and to walk in his will. It is not just the responsibility of parents, but also of grandparents, aunts, uncles, teachers, coaches, youth sponsors, scout leaders, ministers, and all Christian adults to influence the next generation for Christ:

“The things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others” (2 Timothy 2:2).

“Teach the older women to…train the younger women to love their husbands and children” (Titus 2:3-4).

We all know the influence parents have on children. But it is not just parents who influence children. Grandparents, uncles, aunts, neighbors, and friends all have influence. You will not know until eternity what kind of influence you have had on the next generation.

Will the torch be passed to the next generation? Shortly before his presidency was cut short by assassin’s bullets, President Kennedy said in a speech at the United Nations, “We have the power to make this the best generation of mankind in the history of the world—or make it the last.”
 I don’t believe it is overly dramatic to apply those same words to the Church. Our obligation to the next generation is to teach the children well, beginning with teaching them about the Lord. We don’t need more scholars or experts, but ordinary people willing to invest time, attention, and effort in our children.

May all who come behind us find us faithful!
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