God’s Blueprint for the Home HH#10

“Who’s to Blame?”

Genesis 2:8-3:8

In the wake of growing violent acts committed by children, including three fatal shootings in public schools, our society is asking, “What went wrong?  How can this happen?”  No one asks these questions more than the parents of the children who commit such terrible deeds.  Often their questions are more personal: “What did I do wrong?  How could I let this happen?”


Society also points a finger at the parents when children act violently.  Before the victims in Jonesboro, Arkansas were laid to rest, congressional leaders were proposing new laws that would hold parents responsible if their children committed a violent act with a gun.  Other laws are already on the books that to some degree make the parents liable for their children’s misbehavior.  Parents are “under the gun” (no pun intended) more than ever before.


Many parents have turned to the Bible for guidance in raising their children.  The Scriptures have much to say in this regard, emphasizing the importance of the parents’ influence in the life of a young person, such as Proverbs 22:6, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.”  Sounds simple enough, right?  If parents do the right thing, then their children will always turn out good, right?


It’s not quite that simple, though.  As one resource puts it,

It is important to realize that the Proverbs are generalizations. That is, they express the normal course of events. Like other general principles, they do have exceptions.  So general statements do have exceptions, and the Proverbs should not be taken as divine promises or guarantees. Proverbs does not deal with the special events of life, but rather with the normal course of events. Proverbs tells us then how things usually work out in human experience.


Even after following the commands of God’s Word, though, some parents watch their children grow up and reject everything they were taught, directing their lives in a path that can destroy their own lives or the lives of others.  When this happens, these well-meaning parents often look in the mirror and say, “You failed!”  They base their success or failure as a parent on the behavior of their children.  If the son or daughter does not follow their parents’ direction, the mother or father often ask, “What did we do wrong?”  As parenting columnist John Rosemond recently wrote, 


The premodern mother (before the 1960s onset of “psychological parenting”) knew that good parenting guaranteed nothing.  It gave the child a good foundation, but it did not guarantee that the child would always make right choices.  On any given day, a child raised by loving parents who dedicated themselves to doing the right thing always was (and is) capable of bad behavior…Today’s mom, when her child misbehaves, is likely to hear a psychological demon saying, “This is probably your fault, Mom.  Your child’s misbehavior is proof that you failed in some respect.”  Such is the devastating effect psychological parenting has had on the self-respect and authority of the American mother.  Sad.


While the Bible does give clear guidelines for parents in the raising of children, there are no guarantees of success.  In the final outcome of how a child turns out, another factor must be added in the equation: the child’s own free will. We need to question the assumption that what a parent does can determine a child’s life. Each human being is in fact responsible for his or her own choices. Moms and dads should not blame themselves for their grown children’s decisions.
  Parents can pour as much of their values into the child as they can, but in the end the child must choose for himself or herself.


Even God could not guarantee the obedience of His own creation.  Now before you think this is heresy, remember the well-known account of the Garden of Eden.  Most people know the story by heart:  God created the first man (Adam) and the first woman (Eve) and placed them in the garden.  In the garden was a tree, the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  God commanded Adam and Eve not to eat of that tree—they could eat of any other tree in the garden except that one.  But they did eat of the tree, and all creation has felt the effects of that choice ever since.


Had God failed?  Did He scratch His head and say, “What did I do wrong?”  Was there anything God should have done but didn’t, or that He failed to do that He should have done?  Could He have “done it better”?  Consider these three elements that God provided for Adam and Eve, but which failed to insure their obedience.

Perfect Environment Did Not Insure Obedience


The first benefit Adam and Eve enjoyed was a perfect environment, as described in Genesis 2:8-15,

Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed.  And the Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground--trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into four headwaters. . . .  The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. 


The word “Eden” is often used to mean a perfect place, or paradise.  Indeed it was!  Adam and Eve had everything they needed provided for them.  No one has ever lived in an environment as perfect as this! God gave Adam and Eve all they needed for life and happiness, all that was good and pleasant, and He allowed them to enjoy it in abundance.
  How so?  Consider this:
The perfect garden contained all that man needed: (1) food for sustenance (v. 9); (2) work in caring for the garden (v. 15); (3) creative leadership in the dominion over the animals (vv. 19, 20); (4) limitation for developing the moral nature of man through the forbidden tree (vv. 16, 17); and (5) the gift of the woman as helper-companion (vv. 18–24). 

And yet Adam and Eve rebelled against God!


Many psychologists—notably B. F. Skinner—claim that a child is merely a product of his or her environment.  They say that if a child is raised in a perfect environment (which is impossible for imperfect parents to provide anyway!), he or she would turn out right.  Yet God provided a perfect environment for Adam and Eve, and they still went their own way!  They could never look back and blame God because of the setting in which they lived.

Perfect Instruction Did Not Insure Obedience


Not only did Adam and Eve enjoy a perfect environment, they also had perfect instruction.  Genesis 2:16-17 records,

And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” 


God’s command was first of all clear—there was no way Adam and Eve could misunderstand what was expected of them. The text indicates that God spoke directly to the man with instruction concerning His expectation for obedience.

God’s instruction also included the consequences if they should break the rule, and the consequences were severe! Verse 16 includes the first use in the Old Testament of ṣawah, the major verb for “command.” God’s first command to man concerned life and death, good and evil. As with all God’s subsequent commandments, there were positive blessings and negative prohibitions.

God’s direction to Adam and Eve was conceivable—it was reasonable for them to keep. God’s command to them was not an unmotivated command, not a bare, unexplained comment.  Adam and Eve were warned about the result, the loss that involved their own best interests.  The command was a rational, prepositional command and a loving warning.

Finally, God’s instruction was consistent as He came through with the punishment when they disobeyed.


All of God’s Word fits into this criterion.  David wrote in 2 Samuel 22:31, “As for God, his way is perfect; the word of the Lord is flawless.”  That perfect instruction is still available for us today. 


Sometimes human parents are not always clear or consistent or reasonable in their expectations on their children.  This can lead to rebellion or misbehavior rooted in frustration.  But even perfect instructions cannot guarantee obedience.

Perfect Involvement Did Not Insure Obedience


Adam and Eve had a perfect environment and perfect instruction from God, yet they rebelled.  “Well, maybe God was not involved enough in their lives,” someone might object.  After all, we all hear of parents who give their children everything they want but are not themselves available.  This lack of parental involvement can lead to misbehavior as the child cries out for attention or resents the practical absence of their parents.

Not so for Adam and Eve.  Genesis 3:8 says, “Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day. . . .”  This was a regular practice for God; He would walk with Adam and Eve in the evening (literally the phrase, “in the cool of the day” meant “the breeze of the day.”
)

Imagine that: Adam and Eve had the privilege of walking and talking with their Creator—Almighty God—on a daily basis! In the garden there was open fellowship, open communion—open communication between God and man.
  Yet they chose not to follow God’s commands, instead choosing a path that led to death.


Did God fail in the area of involvement?  Absolutely not.  Yet perfect involvement does not guarantee that the children will carry on the values and principles of his or her parents.  You can attend every music recital or ball game, stay home from work when they’re young and be at home every night after school, but this will not insure that your children will not go off their own way.


Does all of this excuse poor parenting, or suggest that good parenting doesn’t matter?  Not at all.  The Bible still commands in Ephesians 6:4, “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.”   As parents, we are responsible to do all we can to provide the environment, instruction, and involvement our children need.  The more we do this, the better the chance that our children will adopt our values and lifestyle.  But this is not a guarantee!  In the end the child must choose for himself or herself.


We might wonder why God would allow for the possibility of evil—especially if we believe that God knew in advance that His creatures would make the choice to sin rather than to obey Him!  But, as Wiersbe points out, “God has always wanted His creatures to love and obey Him of their own free will and not out of compulsion or because of reward.”
  To God it is more important that His creation have the ability to choose than necessarily they always make the right choice!

But before we begin blaming God for everything that is wrong with our world, we need to be reminded of the loving provisions that God gave.  Mankind was surrounded by a perfect environment, God himself having selected a special place for man himself within this creation; he was in constant fellowship with God; and his was a simple test and everything involved in it was made absolutely plain.
  A perfect environment, perfect instruction, and perfect involvement did not ensure the obedience of man.


Perhaps someone hearing this knows the pain of having a child rebel.  They may have broken your heart or even broken the law.  You may feel shame or even a bit of anger, but most of all you feel responsible.  Statements like “If only I had done . . .” or “If only I hadn’t done . . .” may come through your mind if not through your lips.  Don’t base your success or failure as a parent on the choices made by your children!


Not even God holds that standard for parents.  The eighteenth chapter of Ezekiel deals with the subject of parents and children and responsibility.  The conclusion is seen in verse 20:

“The soul who sins is the one who will die. The son will not share the guilt of the father, nor will the father share the guilt of the son. The righteousness of the righteous man will be credited to him, and the wickedness of the wicked will be charged against him.” 


While this does not ease all of the pain when a child chooses a defiant or destructive path, perhaps the truth of God’s Word can quiet a conscience that takes on more responsibility than necessary.  For when it comes to parenting, there are no guarantees.
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