Our Obligation to the Next Generation #4

“Teach Them about Responsibility”

selected Scriptures

Over the past few weeks we have considered “Our Obligation to the Next Generation” and have summarized it in the words of the song, “Teach Your Children Well.” Specifically we must teach the next generation about the Lord, about life, and about love. This morning I conclude this series with teaching them about responsibility. (I tried very hard to find an “L” word for responsibility, and I couldn’t find one!)

If you polled members of this generation about what bothered them about the next generation, you’d probably hear things like, “their poor work ethic” and “their sense of entitlement.” Others might think this is an unwarranted criticism of our youth.

According to Psychology Today though, science supports the idea that Millennials have a lower work ethic. For example, the nationally representative “Monitoring the Future” project has surveyed half a million high school seniors since 1976. Here’s how the generations answered three questions relevant for work ethic:

        Boomers Gen X 
Millennials

Don’t want to work hard 



26%
  30%
     38%

Willing to work overtime 



59%
  56%
     47%

If had enough money wouldn’t want to work

22%
  26%
     29%

Yet at the same time Millennials are still more likely to say money is very important and that they want to buy expensive things. This is entitlement—so it’s not surprising that this word often comes up when discussing this problem.

As much as my generation likes to complain about the next generation and their lack of work ethic and their sense of entitlement, we aren’t so quick to take responsibility for their lack of…well…responsibility. Bob Russell writes in his book, Find Us Faithful,
If we are to pass our faith on to the next generation, parents and other Christian adults must train children how to handle responsibility. If we expect them to be successful as adults in carrying out life’s important assignments, then we must equip them while they are young.

Solomon wrote in Proverbs 1:8, “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching.” A parent is the single most important teacher a child will ever have.
 But are we teaching? And if so, what are we teaching?

Our obligation to the next generation is to teach them about responsibility.

Responsible for Their Chores

The first way to do this is to teach them to be responsible for their chores. An important part of rearing children is teaching them how to handle work responsibly. The fourth of the Ten Commandments says, “Six days you shall labor and do all your work” (Exodus 20:9).
 We may have five- or four-day work weeks, but the principle holds.

John Rosemond, a popular family counselor and author, said he often asks parents whether they regularly expect their children to perform chores around the home for which they are not paid. Not more than one in ten say yes, even though the overwhelming majority of their own parents would have.
 He goes on to write,

In too many of today’s families, children are consuming goods and resources, but they are not making a contribution that even begins to balance their consumption. That will eventually handicap their ability to be good citizen-neighbors. A viable culture depends more on contribution than on consumption. Give each of your kids a clearly defined role in your family. Start assigning chores when a child reaches age three and gradually expand his role and responsibilities from there. It will do all of us a world of good if you do.

I know that some parents go to the extreme with this, making their children do all the work so they don’t have to. No one, myself included, is advocating child slave labor in the home! But far from being detrimental for their well-being, chores prepare children for adulthood. They also help them develop a sense of appreciation for the work their parents do for them. Chores give a child a sense of security, self-esteem, and family belonging, since they are contributing members of the family rather than parasites living off the family.

If that language sounds a bit harsh, remember that the book of Proverbs uses two words that aren’t as common anymore for those who won’t work: “sluggard” and “slothful.” Warren Wiersbe has another word for such people: “The biggest thieves of all are the lazy people who could work but won’t, the people who consume what others produce but produce nothing for others to use.”
 Another resource describes the “sluggard” as 

…the lazy person who is making no contribution to the economy, but is apparently subsisting in some manner on the efforts of other people. In every society there are people who, although able-bodied, are unwilling to expend energy in working for a living. Such habitually indolent people are parasites on society, having no intention of doing anything other than the most minimal of duties, and at that under tremendous pressure.

This does not mean that anybody who is poor is automatically lazy. Since the Bible does criticize the lazy poor, some have jumped to the conclusion that indolence and poverty are synonymous, as though poverty is always a sign of sloth. Thus the poor can be righteously shunned as they are left to suffer their “just penalty for sloth.” Such attitudes reflect a woeful ignorance of or callous disregard for distinctions the Bible forces us to make. There are other reasons for poverty (calamity, exploitation by others, and personal sacrifice).
 We should not assume that financial difficulty equals laziness.

Consider Proverbs 6:6-11,

Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways and be wise! It has no commander, no overseer or ruler, yet it stores its provisions in summer and gathers its food at harvest. How long will you lie there, you sluggard? When will you get up from your sleep? A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest—and poverty will come on you like a bandit and scarcity like an armed man.
Consider some other strong indictments on sloth from the pages of Proverbs:

Lazy hands make a man poor, but diligent hands bring wealth. He who gathers crops in summer is a wise son, but he who sleeps during harvest is a disgraceful son. Proverbs 10:4-5

One who is slack in his work is brother to one who destroys. Proverbs 18:9 

The sluggard’s craving will be the death of him, because his hands refuse to work. All day long he craves for more, but the righteous give without sparing. Proverbs 21:25-26 

The sluggard says, “There is a lion in the road, a fierce lion roaming the streets!”  As a door turns on its hinges, so a sluggard turns on his bed. The sluggard buries his hand in the dish; he is too lazy to bring it back to his mouth. The sluggard is wiser in his own eyes than seven men who answer discreetly. Proverbs 26:13-16

That last passage is particularly poignant. Sluggards are good at making excuses. The diligent person can always find a reason to work, but the sluggard always has an excuse. People who are good at making excuses are rarely good at doing anything else.

It’s important, therefore, that we teach our children that work is a virtue. Since all valuable lessons are first learned in the home, we can do just that by giving our children the opportunity to work within the home by doing regular chores. Chores teach responsibility and help children acquire a good work ethic. When all is said and done, the purpose of raising a child is to help the child out of your life and into a successful life of his or her own.

As Abigail Van Buren (of “Dear Abby” fame) wrote, “If you want your children to keep their feet on the ground, then put some responsibility on their shoulders.”

Responsible for Their Choices
The next way is to teach them to be responsible for their choices. Oh, do we need this today! Don Henley of The Eagles hit it right on the head nearly thirty years ago in the song, “Get Over It,”

Turn on the tube, and what do I see? 

A whole lotta people crying, “Don’t blame me!”

They point their crooked little finger at everybody else, 

Spend all their time feeling sorry for themselves,

A victim of this, a victim of that,

Your mama’s too thin and your daddy’s too fat

Get over it!

The song is about Henley’s frustration and contempt for others (such as TV talk show guests) blaming their failures, mental breakdowns, and financial problems on those who do not deserve it then believing that the world owes them a favor.
 If anything, over the past three decades this problem has only gotten worse.

Modern songwriters are not the only ones frustrated by this attitude. We read about God’s opinion on the matter in Ezekiel 18:1-4,

 “What do you people mean by quoting this proverb about the land of Israel: ‘The fathers eat sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’? As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign Lord, you will no longer quote this proverb in Israel. For every living soul belongs to me, the father as well as the son—both alike belong to me. The soul who sins is the one who will die.”
God seems to be saying, “Enough with the excuses! Enough with the blame!”

Being able to blame someone else is all about avoiding responsibility. If it is someone else’s fault, then I don’t have to fix it. If someone else is responsible, then I can’t fix it. They have to fix it. It is beyond my control since they are the ones who need to change. It can’t be me. I have no faults. I’m just a poor victim (sniff!)
The blame game is as old as the Garden of Eden. Ever since in the garden when Adam blamed Eve and Eve blamed the serpent, we have been in the blame game, pointing at others as the cause of all our ills. Our first reactions are to point at someone else and to blame them for the problems that have just come upon us.
 The truth is, people with psychological health are willing to take responsibility for themselves without blaming others or acting like passive victims.
 If we are going to train our children to be responsible members of society, we must train them to be accountable for their own behavior by taking responsibility for their choices.

Responsible for Their Consequences

Finally, we need to teach them to be responsible for their consequences. God has established certain laws that govern the universe He has made. This is true in the physical world, such as the law of gravity. But it’s also true of the spiritual world as well. Paul articulates an important spiritual law or principle when he writes in Galatians 6:7, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” A farmer harvests exactly what he plants. If he sows corn, he won’t be looking to harvest soybeans. Don’t kid yourself into believing that you can rebel against God without consequence.

Charles Stanley wrote, “Today is the father of tomorrow.” He characterizes the laws of the harvest this way: We reap like what we sow; we reap larger than we sow; and we reap later than we sow.
 This is true in both the physical and spiritual realm.

Our choices are like dropping a stone in a pond—there is an initial splash, and then ripples move out from where the stone entered the water. Those ripples are like the consequences of our choice—and the saddest part of all is that my choices not only affect me but they also affect the lives of others, especially those closest to me.

How do we teach this to the next generation? We must allow our children to suffer the consequences of their own mistakes. Some parents, in a misguided effort to love their children, do everything they can to prevent their children from making any mistakes. They don’t want the children to have any painful experiences. When the children do make mistakes, the parents rush in to cover things up for them. This kind of parenting never allows the children to learn the reality of consequences for personal behavior. Often the pattern continues until something happens that is too big for the parents to cover, and the child is completely unprepared to deal with the consequences.

When children are young, they must be confronted when they make wrong choices and they must suffer some consequences to show that choices have effects. Yes, they will feel bad and may cry. But unlike what you hear in popular psychology today, guilt is a necessary emotion. Without it, civilization as we know it cannot exist. People won’t accept responsibility for their own bad behavior unless they feel bad about it. We must train the consciences of our children so that they feel appropriate guilt and understand God’s principle: You reap what you sow.
 The good news is that God is willing to forgive us, although we will still deal with consequences in this life.

If our church, our community, and our culture is going to survive, we must begin emphasizing the importance of responsibility. We need the next generation to become responsible adults, and that won’t happen automatically. We must teach them to be responsible in their chores, in their choices, and for their consequences.
Former First Lady Barbara Bush once said in a commencement address, “Our success as a society depends not on what happens in the White House, but on what happens inside your house.”
 Our obligation to the next generation is to teach them about the Lord, about life, about love, and about responsibility. If we don’t, who will?
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