God’s Blueprint for the Home #12

“Let Brotherly Love Continue”

Hebrews 13:1

As a youngster growing up in church, I was among many who looked in the Bible for the shortest verses to memorize.  We all loved John 11:35 (“Jesus wept”) and 1 Thessalonians 5:16 (“Rejoice evermore”), and somewhere along the way we ran across Hebrews 13:1, “Let brotherly love continue.”  Another verse learned, another mark on the board or prize or piece of candy.

Those simple four words, though, have much to say to us, particularly as it has to do with the Christian family.  As we continue to examine God’s Blueprint for the Home, we have come to the topic of sibling relationships, and we may be surprised to discover just how much this topic is described in the Scriptures.

The Greek language employs three different terms that are translated “love” in many English versions.  The first, and most common, is agape, the love God has for His creation.  Agape speaks of the highest form of love, one that which is willing to sacrifice itself for the benefit of the one loved.  Eros refers to the sensual love between a man and a woman, and in the Scriptures this is reserved exclusively for a husband and a wife within the confines of the marriage relationship.  The third Greek term translated as “love” in many English Bibles is phileo, meaning the affection between close friends or family members.  In fact, the Greek word philadelphia—”city of brotherly love” in English—appears in Hebrews 13:1.  Literally it reads, “Let philadelphia continue.”  

I am quite certain this has no reference to the large American city on the eastern seaboard of Pennsylvania.  I’ve been to that Philadelphia, and I’m not sure how much “brotherly love” you’ll find there on the banks of the Delaware River.  Philadelphia sports fans have a reputation of being the worst around—cheering one minute, booing the next, and never seeming to forget the last error someone had made.

In fact, the author of Hebrews has no geographic location in mind when he wrote these words.  Rather he was speaking of the importance of love between our fellow brothers—whether in the church, the home, or the community—and ourselves.  Let’s take a look at what other Scriptures have to say on the subject as well.

The Importance of Brotherly Love


First I would like to consider the importance of brotherly love.  This is stated both positively and negatively in the Scriptures.  Psalms 133:1 states, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!”  I’m sure we can all attest to this.  What better times can be had than at family gatherings where there are lots of laughter, story-telling, reminiscing, and good food?  (I guess the good food isn’t necessary, but always seems to be there!)  Even on sad occasions such as funerals, there can be moments of joy as loved ones come together, remembering and sharing past experiences.


Unfortunately, the opposite is also true.  To paraphrase Psalm 133:1, “How bad and unpleasant it is when brothers can’t get along!”  I can’t think of more tragic situations than to see families torn apart as brothers and sisters fight and squabble.


According to the Bible, this is more than merely “bad and unpleasant.”  Consider the strong words of Proverbs 6:16-19,

There are six things the Lord hates, seven that are detestable to him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked schemes, feet that are quick to rush into evil, a false witness who pours out lies and a man who stirs up dissension among brothers. 


Here are seven things listed the God hates and finds detestable, and at the end of this list we read “a man who stirs up dissension among brothers.”  The New Living Translation renders that phrase, “a person who sows discord in a family.”

Why is God so passionate about family discord?  Maybe it is because God is so passionate about the family!  God instituted the family as the cornerstone of society, and anything that detracts from or diminishes the family God opposes.  Elsewhere in the Word, God says bluntly, “I hate divorce” (Malachi 2:16), demonstrating a similar animosity toward that which breaks down the family structure.


Despite this divine distain for family discord, though, a survey of the Scriptures reveals that brotherly love is not automatic—not even in the homes of godly individuals!  The very first brothers, Cain and Abel, experienced sibling rivalry that led to the murder of one of them.  Jacob and Esau—twins, no less!—would have met the same fate, had Jacob not escaped with his life.  Joseph’s brothers wanted to kill him, but instead sold him as a slave.  Moses had his squabbles with his brother Aaron and sister Miriam.  David and his brothers did not always see eye-to-eye…the list goes on and on!  Chuck Swindoll comments, “Depravity seems to reach its height when the member of one family will strike or attack or kill another member of the same family.”


Sibling rivalry is not always so severe, nor is it relegated to ancient history.  Swindoll relates the story of two unmarried sisters who, later in life, had to live in the same house and share expenses.  But they couldn’t stand one another.  So they took chalk and literally divided every room of the house—even the hallways!  They cooked their meals in the same kitchen, ate at the same table, slept in the same bedroom, and would not acknowledge the other’s existence.
  My father told me of two of his uncles whose backyards met, but they didn’t speak to each other for years.


Why is this so widespread?  We might be tempted to blame Satan, who would love to spoil anything God has designed and created.  But that might be giving the devil too much credit.  As Warren Wiersbe put it, “The heart of the problem is the problem of the heart.”
  By our very nature we are selfish creatures, and selfishness is the root of sibling rivalry and family discord.  That is why families are ripped apart at the seams so consistently.

The Ingredients of Brotherly Love

If we want to overcome this divisive direction so many families experience, we must counteract that selfishness.  The antidote to selfishness is love.  This morning I want to focus our attention on that Greek term I mentioned earlier, phileo, translated “brotherly love” in our English Bibles.  By examining a few passages that utilizes this word, we can see the ingredients of brotherly love.

Turn first to Romans chapter twelve.  In this chapter, Paul is instructing the Romans on how to live the Christian life.  One could spend many messages exploring the depths of this passage, but for our purposes today I want to consider verse ten: “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves.”   This verse uses the Greek root phileo not once but twice in this text, as John Stott explains:

Paul brings together in this verse two family words. “Be devoted” translates the adjective philostorgos, which describes our natural affection for relatives, typically, love of parent for child. The other word is philadelphia, brotherly love, which denotes the love of brothers and sisters for each other. Both words were applied originally to blood relationships in the human family, but Paul reapplies them to the tender, warm affection which should unite the members of the family of God.

Before I get into the individual ingredients of brotherly love, I want to emphasize the word “devoted” in Romans 12:10.  In all that we discover about what brotherly love consists of, we need to remember that it will take devotion and dedication to pull it off.  Brotherly love is unnatural for sinful, selfish human beings.  It is going to take work.

The first ingredient of brotherly love, found in this text, is humility.  Notice the second half of the verse: “honor one another above yourselves.”  Brotherly love is selfless, looking to the other’s needs above our own.  Paul writes similarly in Philippians 2:3-4,

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 

Selfishness rips relationships apart like nothing else.  If we want to demonstrate brotherly love, we must conquer that inborn selfishness.

The second ingredient is honesty.  Turn to 1 Peter 1:22, 
Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart.

The word translated “sincere”—the same Greek word Paul uses in Romans 12:9 to describe true Christian love, means literally “without hypocrisy.”
  This is no act by which we can fool Mom and Dad or wait until the opportune moment to get our own way.

Parents, as you raise your children, place honesty at the top of your expectations.  Insist on honesty in all your children’s dealings, and that must begin with the relationships at home.  Now I’m not referring here to “brutal honesty” that can tear a person down—we are talking about brotherly love, after all—but the sincerity and truthfulness that are imperative for building trust in relationships.

The third ingredient of brotherly love is helpfulness.  In the next book, Peter writes in 2 Peter 1:3-7,

His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. 

For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love.
Here the Greek word philadelphia is translated “brotherly kindness,” probably to distinguish it from the following word “love,” which is the translation of agape.  What I like about this translation, though, is the practical nature of the phrase.  It is one thing to talk about love, but how is it shown?  How is it done?  One way is in acts of kindness.  In this way love is more than an attitude or an announcement and becomes an action. These acts of kindness do not have to be spectacular productions but simple performances, day-to-day demonstrations of love.

Yet how often do we see acts of kindness in our homes?  Brothers and sisters are more apt to kill one another than be kind to one another!  Again, as parents we must set the tone in the home and insist upon this kind of brotherly love.

The Implementation of Brotherly Love

This leads us to the implementation of brotherly love.  How are we going to pull it off?  If it is as unnatural as we claim it is—and it is!—then we have our work cut out for us.

The first step in this process is expectation.  I have alluded to this already in the message.  Because of our sinful nature, siblings are not going to naturally act this way toward each other.  Parents must be adamant about brotherly love and kindness in the home. Instead, many parents have succumbed to the temptation of giving in.  “If that’s the way it is, why fight it?”  Because it is worth it!  Because God demands it of His children!  Because the health of our homes depends upon it!

The second step is example.  As parents, we must model brotherly love ourselves.  This goes beyond the relationship between husband and wife.  How do we relate to our own brothers and sisters or other relatives?  How do we get along with our brothers and sisters in Christ at church?  Are our relationships marked by humility, honesty, and helpfulness?  If we expect this from our children, we must first exhibit it ourselves.

The third step is enforcement.  It is one thing to expect, it is another to enforce.  The sign may say, “Speed Limit: 35,” but if it is never enforced, it will never be obeyed.  We must back up our expectations with enforcement.

Most parents, though, don’t have the time or the energy or even the willingness to enforce their own expectations.  It’s so much easier to just let things ride.  I’ve even known of parents that encourage sibling rivalry with the excuse that “it will prepare them for life in the real world.”

Let me conclude my message this morning with a tragic example from the Bible of a parent who neither expected nor enforced brotherly love.  I’m sure you’ve heard of him; his name was David.

Yes, that David—the singer/shepherd/sovereign about whom it was written he was “a man after God’s own heart.”  As a singer/songwriter he was brilliant; as a warrior he was victorious; as a king he was successful.  But as a father he was an abominable failure.

As was common in those days, David had a number of wives who produced a number of children.  His firstborn son was named Amnon, and as such he was the heir to the throne.  But Amnon was an undisciplined young man who could not control himself.  We read in 2 Samuel 13 that he fell in love with his half-sister Tamar and, in a premeditated act, raped her.  Let’s pick up the account in verse 19,

Tamar put ashes on her head and tore the ornamented robe she was wearing. She put her hand on her head and went away, weeping aloud as she went. 

Her brother Absalom said to her, “Has that Amnon, your brother, been with you? Be quiet now, my sister; he is your brother. Don’t take this thing to heart.” And Tamar lived in her brother Absalom’s house, a desolate woman. 

When King David heard all this, he was furious. Absalom never said a word to Amnon, either good or bad; he hated Amnon because he had disgraced his sister Tamar [2 Samuel 13:19-22].

What was David’s reaction?  “He was furious.”  Understandable, right?  What father wouldn’t be furious if his son raped his daughter?  But what did David do about it?  Nothing…zip…nada.  

What happened then?  Absalom—Tamar’s brother—waited for his father to act.  He waited for two years…and nothing ever transpired.  All the while he burned with hatred toward his half-brother.  Finally Absalom took matters into his own hands and murdered Amnon.

When word got back to David, at first it was reported that all of his sons had been slain.  But in 2 Samuel 13:32, David’s nephew sets the story straight:

But Jonadab son of Shimeah, David’s brother, said, “My lord should not think that they killed all the princes; only Amnon is dead. This has been Absalom’s expressed intention ever since the day Amnon raped his sister Tamar.”

It seems that everyone knew what Absalom wanted to do to Amnon…except his father, David!  

Now the ante is upped from rape to murder.  What will David do about Absolom?  We read in verses 37-39,

Absalom fled and went to Talmai son of Ammihud, the king of Geshur. But King David mourned for his son every day. After Absalom fled and went to Geshur, he stayed there three years. And the spirit of the king longed to go to Absalom, for he was consoled concerning Amnon’s death.
Once again we see the heart of David—he mourned for his son (whether Amnon or Absalom the text does not distinguish) and he “longed to go to Absalom,” who had run off to his maternal grandfather’s.  But for three years David did nothing to either rebuke his son or be reconciled to him.  Harry Truman railed against the “Do-Nothing Congress” during his presidency; David was the ultimate “Do-Nothing Father.”

Absalom would eventually try to overthrow his own father and take the throne.   Even then David did nothing except run away and hope for the best.  When the revolt was put down and Absalom killed, David was inconsolable.

One last illustration from his life is found in 1 Kings 1:5-6,

Now Adonijah, whose mother was Haggith, put himself forward and said, “I will be king.” So he got chariots and horses ready, with fifty men to run ahead of him. (His father had never interfered with him by asking, “Why do you behave as you do?” He was also very handsome and was born next after Absalom.) 

Adonijah was yet another son of David.  He, too, tried to take the kingdom by force, not waiting for dear ol’ Dad to kick the bucket.  Perhaps he already knew David’s intention that Solomon would follow him on the throne, so he tried to pre-empt that plan.

But notice what verse six says: “His father had never interfered with him.”  The New Living Translation renders this verse, “Now his father, King David, had never disciplined him at any time, even by asking, ‘Why are you doing that?’”  No discipline.  No expectations.  No enforcement.  Nowadays David’s laissez-faire approach would be hailed as the epitome of good parenting.  He’d probably be featured on Oprah!  But the results of his negligence are clear and they are tragic.

David was a good man—he was a godly man!  How could this happen?  Perhaps he was too preoccupied with the affairs of state.  Maybe he was just too permissive and passive with his children.  That is the easy way out as a parent.  But it is not effective in bringing up mature, godly children.

Brotherly love is important for the health and well being of the home.  It is commanded by God, and the opposite of brotherly love is condemned by Him.  What does brotherly love look like?  Brotherly love is marked by humility, honesty, and helpfulness.  It must be seen in attitudes and actions.  

But brotherly love will not happen naturally.  It must be expected of our children, it must be exemplified before them, and it must be enforced within the family.  That will take a lot of time and effort to do, but the results are definitely worth it.
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