
FAMILY LIFE    
Exodus 20:12, Proverbs 13:24 and 22:6, Psalm 23:1-4 

 Luke 14:25-26, Mark 10:13-16 
Blacksburg Presbyterian Church 

Rev. Dave Snyder 
May 13, 2018 

 
 
 
Have you noticed?  During the past several weeks flower shop promotions, greeting card 
displays, restaurant commercials, have all been pointing us toward today - Mother’s Day!  Our 
Presbyterian calendar calls it, “Festival of the Christian Home Sunday!”  Ah, family life! 
 
Maybe these two New Testament gospel texts about families are familiar to you.  They seem to 
be totally contrary, at least at first glance.  Luke reports Jesus telling a large crowd to essentially 
hate their mothers and fathers, wives and children, brothers and sisters.  And Mark shows us 
Jesus tenderly taking a child into his arms and blessing the child.  So what in the world is going 
on? 
 
This story of Jesus embracing a small child is often depicted in sentimental paintings with other 
children at Jesus’ feet, doting adults in the background, and even little lambs somewhere in the 
scene  It speaks without question of God’s love for children, implying that we too need to love 
the children among us.  And that can sometimes be challenging, even if we are 
parents…especially if we are parents! 
 
In the early years of my ministry my upstate NY presbytery was eager to offer parenting 
classes.  I was chosen to go to Rutgers University for a summer course in a parenting method 
called PET, Parent Effectiveness Training, then in vogue.  Equipped with concepts like active 
listening and problem solving, I returned and began to teach parenting in workshops and 
seminars all over the presbytery.  People came from city churches and rural churches, parents of 
infants and teenagers, actually paying for the instruction!  Then I had my own kids.  So much for 
my expertise! 
 
It is humbling to be a parent.  A father sat on the beach with his little boy while on a family 
vacation late one summer day.  The sun was setting.  As it sank on the western horizon he took 
hold of his child’s hand, pointed to where the sea and sky came together, and declared 
dramatically at the sinking sun, “going, going, gone!”  With awe his son looked up and cried, 
“do it again, daddy!”  Young children can trust us implicitly, and that can be intoxicating, but it 
can also be very humbling. 
 
A young woman goes off to college.  Her parents get a text message.  “Dear mom and dad…it’s 
been awhile since I’ve been in touch with you, so you’ve probably not heard about the fire that 
swept through my dorm.  No problem!  I escaped just fine, though all my stuff was destroyed.  I 
met this guy.  Needing a place to crash, I moved in with him.  He is from somewhere in Asia, I 
think, or maybe South America.  He’s really nice, though since his English is not too good I am 
not sure how he manages to do his drug deals to finance his room and board.  I’m trying to help, 



so I’ve dropped out of school to take a job as a night security guard.  I figure I’ll resume classes 
after the baby comes.  And so far my morning sickness has not been too bad.”  The text goes 
on.  “Now mom and dad, none of what you have just read has really happened.  There was no 
fire, there is no guy, I am not pregnant.  But I’m failing calculus, and you need to keep things in 
perspective.”    Whether we are parents or not, loving the children and young people in our midst 
can often be challenging and humbling! 
 
We human beings of all ages need discipline.  In the very act of blessing a small child Jesus was 
disciplining his disciples.  Teaching them.  The setting was a house in Capernaum where his 
followers were debating among themselves who was the greatest.  Jesus turned it into a teaching 
opportunity, exposing their immature self-centeredness.  He wrapped his arms around an 
innocent, open, trusting little child, declaring “God’s kingdom happens, God’s realm comes into 
being, where and when you see this kind of childlike trust.”  
 
From the wisdom literature of the Old Testament we have proverbs, like this one: “Train children 
in the right way, and when they are old they will not stray.”  Teaching is so vitally 
important.  The root word in the original Hebrew for train is the word for palate, the roof of the 
mouth.  It was used for breaking a wild horse by placing a bit in its mouth.  The word also 
described a midwife immediately after delivering a child massaging the infant’s palate with date 
juice to stimulate the sensation of taste.  We need to be intentional about directing children along 
right paths.  Occasionally I will hear someone say, “I don’t want to influence my son or daughter 
about religious convictions.  I’ll let them make up their own mind when they are older.”  I think 
that’s an appalling attitude.  For one thing it overlooks the fact that our kids are bombarded every 
day with all sorts of secular influences.  And think about it.  Routine visits to the dentist, let’s 
say, should not be optional.  We take our kids to the dentist because we love them.  Should we be 
less concerned with their their spiritual health than their dental health? 
 
Another proverb.  “Those who spare the rod hate their children, but those who love them are 
diligent to discipline them.”  Strong language, but note: this is not about corporal 
punishment.  The rod was a long, thin stick used by Palestinian shepherds to tap a sheep on the 
flank to keep it in line.  Those who spare the rod are those who neglect to give children guidance 
and direction, who do not make clear what is right and wrong.  The beloved 23rd Psalm shows 
God as the Good Shepherd.  With heartfelt gratitude the psalmist declares, “Your rod and your 
staff  comfort me.”  Comfort.  From the Latin, com fortis, with strength.  We give inner strength 
to our young people when we discipline them, gently but firmly.   We love them, sometimes by 
pointing the way, and sometimes by holding them in our arms.   
 
But what about this contrary scene, where Jesus declares to a large crowd that they cannot be his 
disciple unless they hate their father and mother, children and spouse, brothers and sisters, even 
life itself?  On Mother’s Day we would like to offer flowers to those we love.  Jesus seems to be 
giving us thorns.  He seems to be throwing out the 5th commandment:  “Honor your father and 
your mother…”  He seems to be belittling family life.  What’s going on here?  On the one hand 
he invites us to pray, “Our father, who art in heaven…”  Our abba, best translated as daddy.  Just 
before his crucifixion he gave his mother into the care of his beloved disciple John.  But here, it 
seems, Jesus wants us to hate our relatives, our loved ones, in order to be his disciples.  Really?   
 



Well, no, not at all.  In the 1st century it was common for a public speaker to use what was called 
prophetic hyperbole, dramatic exaggeration.  Jesus is not saying we should hate our parents and 
other family members.  He is saying we need to love him so completely that by contrast it seems 
that we are hating others, even in our own families.  Listen to this translation by the American 
Bible Society.  “You cannot be my disciple unless you love me more than your father and 
mother, your wife and children, your brothers and sisters.  You cannot come to me unless you 
love me more than you love your own life.” 
 
He is decisively asking for first place in our living!  Now there is something wonderful about 
that.  When we give him first place, opening ourselves to him with childlike trust, he gives us a 
capacity for loving others beyond our wildest dreams.  So let me ask you a question.  What do 
you most need from your family?  I bet it is the same thing God offers 
you.  Grace.  Unconditional love and acceptance.   
 
I will never forget a wonderful conversation I had one day with a man who went through death 
and resurrection.  He told me that his marriage had died.  It had been no big thing, but a lot of 
little things.  He and his wife were still under the same roof, but they had become essentially 
dead to each other.  Then, with the help of a skilled counselor he had come to realize  that all 
along he had been trying to change his wife into his image of a perfect wife.  This will date the 
story.  He wanted a combination of the then super model, Cindy Crawford, and - can you guess? 
- Betty Crocker!  Well, his wife could not measure up.  His were impossible expectations.  It had 
driven them apart.  Death in the marriage moved to resurrection when he began to reflect on his 
faith in Christ, eventually moving from a casual commitment to one that gave Christ first 
place.  Opening himself to Christ, loving Christ, trusting Christ in the manner of an innocent 
child became his top priority.  What followed was a wonderful sense of God’s unconditional 
acceptance of himself, as flawed as he was.  He found he could offer that same grace to his 
wife.  In spite of her faults and foibles, struggles and strengths, she could be herself.  Their 
marriage was reborn! 
 
A mother gave her daughter a doll on her 6th birthday.  The little girl never played with the 
doll.  She was always out kicking a soccer ball.  Her mother inwardly seethed with anger.  She 
was a church-going woman, and professed to loving Christ.  She began to pray about her anger, 
offering her distress to Christ, intentionally passing her emotional burden to him, and it began to 
dawn on her that she was really the one who wanted the doll.  She had never had one in her own 
childhood.  She began to appreciate that her daughter had her own interests and talents.  Her 
upset-ness receded, and she came to love sitting along the sidelines cheering at her daughter’s 
soccer games.   
 
Whether we live with members of our families or alone, our relationships with those closest to 
us, relatives or friends, are often challenging.  Our Lord calls us to love him first of all, with 
childlike trust, so that we can most fully love one another.  He accepts us by grace, appreciating 
us as we are, caring for us unconditionally.  He asks us to do no less toward our loved 
ones.  When we do, the Kingdom of God breaks out anew! 
 
 


