Father’s Day 2017

“Measuring the Success of a Father”

selected Scriptures

As we come to the close of this Father’s Day, I realize that many of us are beyond the child-raising years. The last thing we need to hear is advice on parenting…years after we could have used it! As time passes, the more I realize the unique challenges parents face with each child. I can easily identify with the experience of author Charlie Shedd:

All over the Midwest I gave [the same speech]. They paid me a handsome fee and they were glad to get me. “This guy will wow you.” That’s what they said, and the people came. With high hopes they came for “How to Raise Your Children.”
Then we had a child! 
Those brilliant ideas had such a droll sound at 2:00 a.m. with the baby in full cry!
In my defense I want you to know this—I kept on trying. I changed my title to “Some Suggestions to Parents,” and charged bravely on. Then we had two more children and altered it again. This time it came out “Feeble Hints to Fellow-Strugglers.”
So today I seldom speak on parenthood. And whenever I do, after one or two old jokes, you’d catch this uncertain sound, “Anyone here got a few words of wisdom?”

Rather than trying to come up with some novel approach to parenting (you know how hard that is to do every year?), tonight I want to consider measuring the success of a father.

Now, before you roll your eyes and think, “Here we go—the preacher’s gonna make me feel guilty, showing what a failure I am as a father!” that is not my intention at all. Far from making you feel worse about your parenting, I hope that after this message, you will feel better…or, at the very least, not quite as guilty as you normally do when you think about this subject.

Our problem is not so much what we do or don’t do as parents; the problem is more basic than that. It has to do with our target. As Howard Hendricks points out, “If you don’t know where you’re going, then any road will get you there. One of the reasons why we think we think we are often are doing so well is that we don’t know what we’re doing! Objectives always determine outcomes. Form always follow function. You achieve that for which you aim. But many [people] are like sand dunes: they are formed and shaped by influences rather than purposes. They react rather than act.”
 Let’s take a look at our objectives as fathers and come to a realistic measurement of success.

Success as Defined by the World

I want to begin by considering success as defined by the world. Voices are many and varied on the subject, as you might expect.

Some fathers consider themselves a success when their child (usually a son) achieves a certain goal…perhaps one they themselves could not achieve on their own. Presently the most talked about father in our society is LaVar Ball. Those of you who do not follow sports may not have heard the name, though his antics have reached beyond the sports world. LaVar Ball was himself an athlete, playing football professionally though never quite making it into the NFL. Now his son Lonzo is a star basketball player from UCLA who looks to be a top draft pick in the NBA. But all of the attention is on the father, not the son. LaVar will tell anybody who will listen how great his son is, that any team that drafts him will instantly be a playoff contender, that his sons are worth a billion dollar endorsement deal (that’s right…billion with a b), that Lonzo is better than 2-time MVP Steph Curry and 4-time MVP LeBron James, and that he himself (in his prime) could have beaten Hall-of-Famer Michael Jordan one-on-one.
 He produced and promoted a signature sneaker line for his son (who has yet to play a professional game) that you can buy for just $495. While many dismiss LaVar Ball as crazy—and even damaging his son’s pro prospects—others hail him as a successful father making his son famous and (potentially) very wealthy. While Ball is perhaps an exaggeration of this form of measuring success, we can all think of other fathers who will do anything to make their child a success, thus making themselves successful fathers (at least to themselves).

Along the same lines (though not quite so outlandish), former Vice-President of the United States Joe Biden defines successful parenting this way: “Success is when your children turn out better than you.”
 This sentiment resonates with many. I have heard a number of parents say, in effect, “I want my children to have it better than I did,” or, “I want my children to end up better than me.” There is some merit to this—at least this parent is putting the children’s well-being above his or her own. There is a sense of selflessness—even sacrifice—in the efforts to make this a reality. 

One online “parenting expert,” Penelope Trunk, writes in an article, “How to Measure the Success of a Parent,” that, “you will judge your parenting…on whether your kids have good memories of their childhood.”
 Another blog suggests that a person can consider themselves a successful parent “if, in 20, 25, 30 years time if my children can still tell me they love me and that they are truly happy.”

That is probably the sentiment I hear most: “If my child is happy, then I am a successful parent.” Ask most parents today about their responsibility to their children and you will probably hear, “To make my child happy.” I think that is faulty thinking. Not only does it put happiness above other, more important things, it places the emphasis and the criterion for evaluation on the wrong thing. Even Trunk acknowledges, “You cannot judge peoples’ parenting by how their kids turn out.”
 There must be a better way.

Success as Defined by the Word

I believe there is a better way to measure success, and that is success as defined by the Word of God. I agree with John MacArthur when he writes, 

Successful parenting cannot be achieved by following human techniques and child psychology. True success in parenting only results from faithful obedience to God’s instructions for the family.

Another resources adds, 

A successful parent is one who trains up his children according to biblical instructions so that as adults they are able to walk with God and be His ambassadors in an unbelieving world. In fact, a Christian family should be just such an example of God’s grace. Parents are to foster godly living and godly values in the home through relationships of unconditional love and personal obedience to God’s Word.

The message of godly parents is one of love: “We love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). A successful parent receives fully the love of God, conveys it fully to his or her children, and thus helps create in them the ability to live according to godly values while here on earth.

Now we could spend the rest of the evening (and probably several more evenings) considering the biblical instructions for parents. The book of Proverbs alone has a wealth of material on the subject. But I want to emphasize two little words from the previous quotation that jump out at me: “able” and “ability.” The measurement of success is that the children are “as adults…able to walk with God,” and that they have “the ability to live according to godly values.” The important point here is that success is not based on the outcome but on the opportunity.

I have said to many people in various situations, “Don’t judge your success by the results.” Whether you are talking about firefighting or teaching in a classroom or sharing your faith—if there are any factors outside of your control (such as other people and the choices they make), success is not entirely up to you. There are instances in which you do everything right and it turns out wrong, and there are other times in which you do everything wrong and it turns out right. 

I have known countless parents who are convinced that they are failures because their children don’t turn out the way they had hoped. 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 decisions. Those decisions are beyond the parents’ ability to control. 

Moms and dads should not blame themselves for their grown children’s actions. 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. Yes, each one of us is accountable before God for our job as parents, but we are not held accountable for our children’s wrong choices.
 As parenting columnist John Rosemond wrote, 

The pre-modern 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.

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”? He provided them with a perfect environment and gave them perfect instruction, yet they still chose to sin!
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.” 

We conclude, therefore, that measuring the success of a father is not bound to the end result. So how do we measure success? Chuck Swindoll suggests in his book, Parenting: From Surviving to Thriving, “The best-kept secret of wise parenting, therefore, is this: The job of a parent is to help his or her children come to know themselves, grow to like themselves, and find satisfaction in being themselves.” (Interestingly, Psychology Today says in an article entitled, “How to be a Good Parent: It’s All About You,” that good parents are those who know themselves.
) He bases this on Proverbs 22:6, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.” Usually parents read, “the way he should go” to mean, “the way I think he should go,” or, “the way I was raised,” but that is not what the verse says. Rather, the literal rendering of the original Hebrews gives the understanding, “according to his or her way defined by each child’s characteristic manner.”

Swindoll concludes, “Hopefully, if we are successful as parents in helping our children know and accept themselves, they will be prepared to handle life in the adult world.”
 I believe that is the key. We have eighteen-to-twenty years to equip our sons and daughters to be responsible, capable adults in the world. I have long held that the number one job of the church (and the pastor of the church) is to equip the saints for their works of ministry, based on Ephesians 4:11-16,

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 

Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work. 
Apply that to parenting: our job is to prepare our children so that they grow up (“become mature”) and are able to do their part (“as each part does its work”) in the larger community. 

Rob Broadhead writes, 

The most important thing a good parent provides is tools. These are the tools to cope with the wide range of obstacles life throws at us. For example, tools to deal with loss, bullying, success, failure, and other highs and lows. These tools do not make a child successful, but they allow one to adapt to life. Rather than defining success, these tools provide a path to success. We can not protect our children from life, nor can we even make decisions for them. Thus, parenting is about accepting our limitations and preparing our children to face life on their own.

As I look around and see young people who need “safe spaces” from life’s disappointments, or who feel threatened every time someone says something they don’t agree with, I conclude that their parents failed to prepare them for adult life. And as I witness the growing epidemic of addiction to painkillers and mind-altering substances, I wonder if the biggest problem our culture faces is a lack of coping skills.

Now I am not trying to dump a truckload of guilt on anybody. Every father (and mother) who is truly honest can look back at mistakes made and opportunities missed. Yet children have an amazing ability of rising above our limitations and turning out okay. Broadhead concludes,

Our children are not perfect, nor are we. When we accept that there are limits to what we can do for our children, that is the first step towards parental success. We must hope for the best while preparing our children for the worst. This is how they learn to stand on their own. In the end, isn’t that what we want for them?

In my experience, especially with Christian parents, we don’t give ourselves enough credit more than we try to take on credit we don’t deserve. If your children are functioning, responsible members of society, you’ve done something right. Let go of the mistakes you have made, and allow them to take responsibility for the mistakes they make. Release your past and their future to the grace of God and allow Him to take care of the rest.

And, before you count yourself a failure because of how your kids turned out, think about God and how the whole human race has turned out.

Are you going to call Him a failure?
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