WORTHY OF HONOR
Scriptures: Matthew 15:1-9, Matthew 5:43-48

| once read a story by a family counselor at a&ligalHills Hospital in California. She
was working with a family whose 49 year-old fathers an alcoholic. The man’s 13 year-old
son, the youngest of his three children, told tenselor that he thought he was the only one in
the family who knew his father had a drinking peal One night his father came home drunk,
and his son watched as he staggered in the ddlavpfehe floor, and begin throwing up. The
son said, “Everyone acted as if it wasn’t happenikly mom didn’t talk about it, nor did my
older sisters. |thought | was going crazy.” Wliea counselor asked his mother and sisters
why they never talked with the boy about the inoidéhey said, “We didn’t want to bring it up
in case he hadn’t noticedAlcoholism, Jan.-Feb., 1981).

The Bible tells us to “Honor your father and mathbut what does that mean in a case
like this 49 year-old alcoholic? | know this is extreme example, but the truth is that all
parents have problems. | once told my childremnwiegen they were grown | would write an
account of their parents’ neuroses and send itctmuaselor of their choice to save them time.
All parents have problems. The Bible recognizes #s well as anyone. There are enough
dysfunctional parents in the Bible to fill the clasals of a dozen psychologists. So what does
the Bible mean when it says, “Honor your father arather”?

To understand this commandment you must realizeeiing: This commandment is not
primarily directed at young children and adolesserit is directed primarily at adults, and it
concerns the relationship of adults to their ejdpdrents. That's why it uses the word “honor”
rather than “obey.”

Certainly children and teenagers are expectedey tieir parents. That command is
explicitly stated elsewhere in the Bible. Childieerd teenagers, the command to honor your
father and mother includes obeying them. | knoat tbn’'t always fun, it isn’t always
convenient, and it isn’t always fair. At your stagf life that is part of what it means to follow
Jesus. Now there may be rare cases when you shouttbey your parents or go along with
what they want you to do, like if your parents gek to do something that you know is wrong.
I’'m not talking about something you don't like, sething inconvenient or unpleasant that you
need to do. | am talking about something that kmaw is wrong for an adult to do or wrong for
an adult to ask you to do. If that happens, yaukhtalk to another adult whom you trust to
help you figure out how to respond.

But this commandment is not primarily aimed atdtgh and teenagers. It is primarily
aimed at adults who are commanded to honor th&raiderly parents, the parents who may no
longer be able to earn their own living or providethemselves. Notice how this
commandment is worded in Exodus 20. It says, “Hoor father and your mother, so that you
days may be long in the land that the Lord your Gaglving you.” There is a subtle reminder
here that if you live long enough, you too will dege be honored, you too will need to be
supported and cared for by the younger generat@member that when you are dealing with
your own elderly parents.



As you probably realize, there were no pensiorsooral security in ancient Israel. A
person’s social security was children who couletaker the family land or the family business.
That is why the Bible shows such great concerchiddless widows, even to the extent of
requiring their husband’s brother to marry them pravide them with children. Care of the
elderly was a critical concern of the Old Testamant children played an important part in that
care.

Apparently, however, children sometimes tried toidthat responsibility. An example
is our second scripture lesson. In Jesus’ timiald could avoid having to support his parents
by donating his property to God as an offering. &k not exactly sure how this worked, but it
may be that the property was donated to the tembike the children continued to live on it and
farm it—sort of an ancient deferred giving prograihe problem was that such an arrangement
left nothing for the support of elderly parents.

Jesus condemned this practice as a violation difthecommandment. Yes, we have a
duty to serve God and give offerings to God. Batalso have a responsibility to people,
especially elderly parents who may no longer be &bkare for themselves.

One of the ways we do this today is through Sdgedurity. Money is taken out of the
paychecks of people who work so that those no loagke to work can be supported and have
medical care. Whether this should be done by @mwwent program or by privatized Social
Security accounts is something that economistspaliticians can debate. But the Bible is clear,
especially here in the fifth commandment, that weeha religious responsibility to the elderly,
the disabled, the widow or widower, the poor, aneirgone who can no longer care for
themselves. In God’s eyes we are judged not bydwwe are, not by how powerful we are,
but by how compassionate we are to people who lamaee the power, ability, or resources to
provide for themselves.

But what does this commandment mean on a more marevel? How much does God
expect children to do for their elderly parentdfo8d we be caring for elderly parents in our
home or in their home? Should we as children assalhresponsibility for their health, their
finances, their transportation, their nutrition tleeir activities of daily living? The fifth
commandment does not try to sort that out. Buthasmpoint | think it is helpful to remember the
advice of the airlines: In case of a loss of calvessure, put on your own oxygen mask first,
then assist those around you. The first time rdhéfzat | thought, “That sure is self-centered.
Aren’t we as Christians supposed to put other pebt? Shouldn’t we be willing to sacrifice
ourselves for others?” But the airlines have fegusomething out. They have learned that if
parents try to put the oxygen mask on their chiidnest, which is your natural instinct as a
parent, then the parent may pass out from lackypden before finishing the task. Then your
children, who may or may not be able to put thelknmasthemselves, would be in jeopardy.

| think something similar applies to adults carfogelderly parents. Sometimes you
need to put on your own mask first. You need tectvaut for your own physical, emotional,
and spiritual well being before you can help aredidparent, or an elderly spouse. You must do
this, not because you are selfish but becausenédsssary to preserve yourself as a caregiver.
That is not dishonoring parents; it is caring fogr in the most faithful way possible.



But here is the really interesting things aboutftfte commandment: The fifth
commandment says nothing about the parents’ waskinf honor. As | said at the beginning,
the Bible is not naive. The Bible is quite awdrattsome parents are good and some are not.
Actually, most parents are a mixture of the twdey have some qualities that we admire and
some that drive us crazy. The Bible never assuhasll parents are worthy of honor. It
simply tells us to honor them anyway.

Here, | think, is the deepest meaning of this comanzent. God wants us to honor our
parents, not because they are always worthy ofhduob because in honoring them we
demonstrate what God’s grace is about. Maybe wougood parents and maybe you didn’t, but
in either case your ability to show them gracdneskey to experiencing grace for yourself. That
is the point Jesus made in our first scripturedessiWe have a Father in heaven who sends the
sunrise on the evil and on the good, who sendgaiheon the just and the unjust. And if God is
SO gracious to us, we must learn to be graciooghers, even to our parents, especially if they
are at a point in their lives where they are vudiné, where the roles have switched and we are
in the position of strength and they are in theatmosof weakness.

| once heard a story of two Boy Scouts who arriged troop meeting with their
uniforms torn and their faces scratched. “Whatpleayed?” the Scoutmaster asked. The boys
explained that they were trying to do a good deetddping an elderly lady across the street.
“So how did that result in this?” the Scoutmastkeal. “It happened,” the scouts explained,
“because she didn’t want to go” (Thomas Gillesp@n Making Other Plan,Princeton
Seminary Bulletin, Nov. 2003, p. 307).

When you honor your parents or anyone who is efddd it wisely and with grace.
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