Father’s Day 2017

‘‘A Father’s Day Gift (That’s Not a Tie)’’

selected texts

It’s Father’s Day today. 

That might come as a surprise to some of you. Or maybe you realized last night, “Oh, no! It’s Father’s Day tomorrow!” But that’s okay. We don’t make as big a deal about dads on their day as we do moms on theirs. As a small boy described Father’s Day, “It’s just like Mother’s Day only you don’t spend so much.”


We may spend hours agonizing over what to get Mom for Mother’s Day, going through endless racks of cards until we find just the right one. For the third Sunday in June, however, we pick up the first card we see that says “Dad” and buy him a tie.


This morning, as we celebrate Father’s Day, I’d like to spend most of our time in the book of Proverbs. In several verses we will discover a Father’s Day gift that’s not a tie…a gift that he will cherish infinitely more.


As I prepared for this morning’s message, I began by looking at all the verses in Proverbs mentioning fathers. But most of them dealt with the skills of parenting, which we will address at a later time.  There were, however, a handful of verses from this group stood out to me as particularly relevant for Father’s Day. They each said, in effect, that certain things “bring joy” to a father.


What do we mean by “joy”? Most folks use the word to mean “happiness” or “delight,” but in the biblical sense it means more. The Bible speaks of “the joy of the Lord” (Neh. 8:10) and tells us to “rejoice in the Lord” (Php. 4:4). Joy is a quality grounded upon God himself and indeed derived from Him, not simply an emotion based on outward circumstances.
 One resource puts it, 

It is significant that the most common cognates for joy (chara, “﻿inner joy,﻿” and chairein, “﻿to rejoice﻿”) are derived from the same root char- as is the Greek word for “﻿grace,﻿” charis. There is a very close connection between the two concepts. Those who have come to experience God’s grace, as Paul had done, know that, by standing firm in their faith, they can continue to celebrate the Christian life as a festival of joy, in perfect freedom from all anxious worries and fears.

This is how Jesus could tell His followers to rejoice when they are persecuted. This is how the apostle Paul could write Philippians, “the letter of joy,” from a Roman prison cell. C. S. Lewis wrote that joy “must be sharply distinguished both from happiness and from pleasure.” He went on to explain that he found joy because he found God as its source.
 

A Responsible Child Brings Joy to His Father


The Bible speaks of three ways in which a child can bring real joy to his or her father. (The first two are in Proverbs, and the third in the teaching of Jesus.)


The first is that a responsible child brings joy to his father. Proverbs often refers to wisdom, and when a son gains and displays wisdom, that brings joy to his father. Proverbs 10:1 states, “A wise son brings joy to his father, but a foolish son grief to his mother.” Proverbs 15:20 adds, “A wise son brings joy to his father, but a foolish man despises his mother.”  Proverbs 27:11 goes on to say, “Be wise, my son, and bring joy to my heart; then I can answer anyone who treats me with contempt.” And Proverbs 29:3 reads, “A man who loves wisdom brings joy to his father, but a companion of prostitutes squanders his wealth.” 

Parents are proud when their children excel in terms of intelligence or academic accomplishment. But there is more to “wisdom” in the Bible than just getting good grades or having a mind full of facts. Wisdom is able to take that intelligence or learning and apply it to everyday life. A wise person is one who can get along in the world. And what father (or mother) would not be tickled pink by that?

I have read some commentators who try to distinguish the father and mother here—that the father gets more joy when a son succeeds while the mother feels more grief when he fails—but I think this is a mistaken view. Rather, the use of father in one line and mother in the other indicates that just as both parents are involved in teaching their children, both share in the joy and grief associated with parenting.
 

At any rate, it is clear in this verse that the behavior of a child has a direct effect on the emotional health of his parents.
 Derek Kidner writes,

[This verse] is the other side of the truth of Proverbs 9:12 [“If you are wise, your wisdom will reward you; if you are a mocker, you alone will suffer”]. Your choice may be lonely; it cannot be private.
 


Scripture records many tragic cases in which children were the source of great pain for their parents. Imagine how Adam and Eve must have felt when they discovered that their son Cain had murdered his brother Abel. Think of the heartbreak and grief Samson caused his parents when he willfully defied his upbringing and took for himelf a Philistine woman. How David suffered because of the foolishness of his sons. The list goes on and on… As Proverbs 17:21 concludes, “To have a fool for a son brings grief; there is no joy for the father of a fool.”  Two Hebrew words for “fool” are used in this verse. The first is kesîl, one who is dull and thickheaded, while the other is nābāl, one who lacks spiritual perception and sensitivity.
 The first usage reflects this truth; we will see the second meaning in a moment.


Of course, we all know good, well-intentioned parents who did everything they could to raise their children to become responsible adults, but the youngsters went their own foolish way. The Bible clearly teaches that even the best training cannot instil wisdom, but only encourage the choice to seek it.
 John White writes in his book, Parents in Pain,

I have never counted the number of verses about bad and good sons or stacked them up against the number of verses about bad or good parents, but the book [of Proverbs] deals with both. As we look at it as a whole we begin to see why “Instruct a child in the way he should go…” is not meant to be an inflexible law. Parents are admonished to bring up children properly. Children are admonished to respond wisely to parental correc​tion. If both play their part all will be well. But it takes a par​ent-child team working in harmony to produce this happy re​sult. Good parenting is part, perhaps the major part of the story; but a great deal of emphasis is placed on attentive, obedient children who listen and welcome the correction of their parents.


Sons and daughters cannot merely blame Mom and Dad for their own short-comings. We all have an obligation to use the intelligence and skills God gave us to be functional in the world. Your father wasn’t perfect in raising you—what human father is?—but that does not prohibit you from being a responsible adult that brings joy to him.

A Righteous Son Brings Joy to His Father


A second truth found in Proverbs is that a righteous son brings joy to his father. This goes beyond being responsible—this speaks of our spiritual character. Just as the second term translated “fool” in Proverbs 17:21 refers to one who lacks spiritual perception and sensitivity, so also many times the Scriptures speak of the “wise” as the one who exercises moral discernment and responsibility. 


Solomon writes in Proverbs 10:28, “The prospect of the righteous is joy, but the hopes of the wicked come to nothing.” Here the contrast is not between the wise and foolish, the educated and the ignorant, but between the righteous and the wicked, the moral and the immoral. A father may be proud of a son or daughter who does well in school or succeeds in a career, but he will have profound joy and delight in a child who follows after God and displays a righteous character. Proverbs 23:24-25 says, “The father of a righteous man has great joy; he who has a wise son delights in him. May your father and mother be glad; may she who gave you birth rejoice!” One commentary concludes,

Modern custom says, “Give father a tie on Father’s Day, and give mother a box of chocolates on Mother’s Day.” But more rewarding to parents is a son who lives wisely and prudently. Hence, the exhortation: “Let your father and your mother be glad, and let her who bore you rejoice.”
 


This truth is underscored in one of the smallest, most obscure books in the Bible. Tucked away near the back of the New Testament are three little letters—”New Testament Postcards” Chuck Swindoll calls them—known as 2 John, 3 John, and Jude. Each consist of one chapter, and because of their brevity most preachers and teachers don’t spend much time with them. 


I’d like to look at the fourth verse in the book of 3 John: “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth.”  Here the apostle John is not referring to a biological child but rather a spiritual convert to Christ. What brought him joy as a spiritual father? Not just going the motions of attending church or trying to “be good.” John Stott explains,

To walk in the truth is more than to give assent to it. It means to apply it to one’s behaviour. Whoever ‘walks in the truth’ is an integrated believer in whom there is no dichotomy between profession and practice. On the contrary, there is in him an exact correspondence between creed and conduct. Such conformity of life to the truth on the part of his children brought John greater joy than anything else. To him truth mattered.
 

Just ask any pastor, teacher, evangelist, or missionary what gives them the greatest thrill and they will echo John’s sentiments. Evangelist Michael Green writes,

…3 John 4 so simply puts it, ‘I have no greater joy than to know that my children walk in the truth.’ He is quite right. There is no joy like it. Last week I was given a surprise. I was met off the aeroplane in Toronto by a Ghanaian girl whom I led to Christ seven years ago in Ghana. It was a tremendous joy for both of us. Last night I was at a meeting when a Chinaman came to see me. I had had the joy of introducing him to the Lord five years ago. It was a wonderful surprise, for this was Vancouver and I had last seen him in Derby! But the joy was pure and deep. I believe it is the greatest joy in the world. And quite honestly, that is one of the reasons why I engage in evangelism. The early Christians seem to have done it for this reason, too. There is no joy like it.


How much more is this the case when it is your own son or daughter who earnestly follows Christ! Ask any father who has baptized his child, or any mother who sees her son or daughter enter the ministry or mission field, and they will tell you that nothing makes them happier—make that, “joyful”—than knowing that their child or children are committed to Christ.


Do you want to give a Father’s Day gift that is better than a tie? Give him the gift of joy that comes from knowing that his son or daughter is living for God, righteous through Christ. Most dads would rather have a good son or daughter than even a successful one the way the world measures success.

A Repentant Son Brings Joy to His Father


“Well, I guess I’d better go find a tie then,” you might admit, “cause I’ve already blown it on those two areas!” Have no fear! There is one more way to bring deep joy to your father…though we will have to move away from the book of Proverbs to find it.


Turn in the New Testament to Luke chapter fifteen. The first two verses provide the context:

Now the tax collectors and “sinners” were all gathering around to hear him. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 


Typically, the religious folks missed the boat. They figured that the Messiah would want to spend His time around righteous (read self-righteous) folk like themselves. What is He doing spending time with…sinners?

To make His point, Jesus proceeds to tell three stories, or parables. Each one uses familiar things to teach unfamiliar truth. The first story tells of a shepherd who loses a sheep, and the second tells of a woman who loses a coin. But it is the third story that has captured the attention and imagination of millions ever since He told it. 


We read the story earlier in the service, so we won’t go through all the details now. You are probably already familiar with the plot: A man has two sons, and the younger son demands his share of the inheritance early so he can leave home. With money in hand, he goes off and parties it all away. When he’s broke and lonely (amazing how the one leads to the other, huh?) he ends up feeding pigs. Finally, he comes to his senses and decides to return home. Even if his father accepts him as a slave, that would be better than the pig sty. Let’s pick up the story in verse 20, 

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. 

The son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” 
But the father said to his servants, “Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” So they began to celebrate. 

How would you describe the reaction to the father in the story? How about “joy”? I mean, he runs down the road to meet him, hugs him, kisses him, and calls for the servants to bring out new clothes and shoes for him. I’d say he’s pretty happy to see him!

Bring this to the present. A dad watches his son or daughter leave home, knowing that his child is unprepared for the real world. At first he gets emails, notes, or phone calls assuring him that everything is fine and that life is fun. 

But then the messages stop. And the father’s anxiety begins. Days turn into weeks, and weeks into months. The father doesn’t know if his child is homeless, hurt, or even dead. Every night he turns the porch light on, stands outside and watches, hoping against hope that maybe that son or daughter will come back home.

Then, one night, he sees the dim outline of his child in the distance. He hesitates for a moment, not wanting to be disappointed again. But as the pathetic-looking form draws closer, all doubts disappear. It’s his child returning home!


Now, you tell me—what happens next?


Does the father stand on the porch, arms folded, looking down at his own flesh and blood saying, “What do you think you’re doing, crawling back here in your filth? Do you have any idea what people are saying about you? About me?”


I suppose there may be some men, proud and insensitive, who may react like that. But I would like to think the most fathers would be overjoyed to see their wayward son or daughter come home. Nothing would give them more joy than that.


Which was precisely Jesus’ point. In the two earlier parables Jesus said, 

I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not [think they] need to repent… there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” 

It’s Father’s Day.

Maybe you forgot. Maybe you didn’t get that gift…or even a card.

I’ve got a better idea.

If you want to bring your father joy, be a responsible adult. Even more than that, be a righteous son or daughter. If you feel that you’ve failed in those areas, you can still bring your father joy by reconciling with him in repentance. And what brings joy to your earthly father brings joy to your Heavenly Father, too.

I guarantee it will be a better gift than a tie…
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