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BE RESPECTFUL OF YOUR PARENTS                                                 EXODUS 20:12 

 

Your perception of your parents can change as the years go by.  Someone expressed it 
like this:  Age 4:  My daddy can do anything.  Age 7:  My dad knows a lot, a whole lot.  
Age 8:  My father doesn't quite know everything.  Age 12:  Oh well, naturally Dad 
doesn't know everything.  Age 14:  Dad?  Hopelessly old-fashioned.  Age 21:  Dad is out 
of date.  What do you expect?  Age 25:  Dad know a little bit about it, but not much.  
Age 30:  I must find out what Dad thinks about it.  Age 50:  What would Dad have 
thought about it?  Age 60:  Dad knew literally everything.  Age 65:  I wish I could talk it 
over with Dad once more. 
 

Isn't it nice to know the way your kids and grandkids perceive you today is subject to 
positive change?  The Ten Commandments.  God's Big Ten is our subject these fall 
Sundays.  Their intent has always been to provide boundaries that enhance and enrich 
your life, never to restrict or deny you anything good.  You will never miss anything of 
value by obeying God’s Big Ten.  You will never gain anything worthwhile by breaking 
them.  There's value in reading all ten of them during this series.  Today we consider the 
fifth commandment.  “Honor your father and mother. Then you will live a long, full life in 
the land the LORD your God is giving you." (Ex. 20:12 NLT)   
 
I’m reminded of the insight of one third grade girl in a church school class.  Her teacher 
was giving a lesson on this commandment, "Honor your father and mother."  The 
teacher asked, "Now does anyone know a commandment for brothers and sisters?" 
This sharp little girl raised her hand and said, "Thou shalt not kill."  I like that!  This is the 
only one of God's Big Ten that comes with a promise attached.  A long life is the 
expected outcome when you honor your parents.  The same could be said of keeping 
all these commandments actually.  After all, the Bible says, "Fear of the LORD lengthens 
one’s life, but the years of the wicked are cut short." (Pr. 10:27 NLT)  Don't interpret this 
promise as some kind of iron clad rule, however.  We all know good people who die too 
young and evil people who live much longer than they deserve!  But, in general, this 
promise is true for most people most of the time.  When you honor God by respecting 
and following His values for life and living, you can expect a more productive life, a 
more wonderful life, a more blest life, and an ultimately longer life than those who are 
intent on ignoring God and rejecting His rules for how to live life.  I'd like to try and 
answer two questions today as we drill down on number five of God's Big Ten. 
 
HOW CAN I HONOR MY PARENTS? 

 

Honoring or respecting looks a little different depending on what stage of your own life 
you're in.  First, as a child, you honor you parents by obeying and respecting them.  
That might be the most obvious application of this commandment.  In the New 
Testament, we find these words, "Children, obey your parents because you belong to 
the Lord, for this is the right thing to do.  'Honor your father and mother.' This is the first 
commandment with a promise:  If you honor your father and mother, 'things will go well 
for you, and you will have a long life on the earth.'”  (Eph. 6:1-3 NLT).  It also says, 
"Children, always obey your parents, for this pleases the Lord." (Co. 3:20 NLT) 
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When God created the family, He gave Mom and Dad the responsibility of protection, 
direction, and provision for the family's needs.  During those years of physical growth 
and inner formation, Mom and Dad are to be in charge of their kids.  Now, the Bible also 
says parents are not to exasperate and frustrate their kids through cruel punishment or 
unrealistic demands; nevertheless, they have a God-given right to expect obedience.  
The stakes are larger than they might appear to be.  Kids musts learn how to submit 
appropriately to rightful authority if they're ever to be productive members of society.  
That perspective begins with Mom and Dad.  The child that grown up saying outwardly 
or even inwardly, "Nobody tells me what to do" is going to have a hard time keeping a 
job, building a career, or having any deep, meaningful relationships with others.   
 
Show me a child who's never had to learn to obey Mom and Dad - or who's somehow 
learned how to thwart their rules successfully without painful consequences - and I'll 
show you an adult who will be both a menace to society and a constant rebel against 
God.  The child that just never learns to honor Mom and Dad will have little respect for 
any person including God Himself.  The very best way to ruin your child's opportunity to 
have a good relationship with God - as well as any kind of lasting success in life - is to 
give him or her the option of obeying you.  By the same token, insisting that you're 
obeyed is the very best way to open the door for your child to obey and respect God as 
well as to be a blessing to society as a whole.  One just leads to the other.   
 
Second, as a young adult, you honor your parents by accepting and appreciating them.  
Even young teenagers are able to start seeing the faults in their parents.  The little 
hypocrisies, the little chinks in the armor, start to show up.  Acceptance doesn't mean 
pretending Mom and Dad are perfect.  Acceptance looks like acknowledging God chose 
them to bring you into this world.  They gave you something nobody else did.  You owe 
them your physical life regardless of their parenting skills.  Acceptance is demonstrated 
by listening respectfully to what they say.  Don't tune them out.  You can still disagree 
without being disagreeable.  Acceptance looks like forgiveness at times.  We often hurt 
the ones we love most - sometimes unintentionally.  Mom and Dad will hurt you 
sometimes.  You will hurt them as well.  You honor your parents when you forgive them 
for whatever they got wrong and you choose to focus on whatever they got right.  
 
Appreciation happens when you recognize their effort.  Being a parent is a difficult, time 
demanding, and energy draining task.  Appreciate your parents for investing in you!  
Appreciation recognizes their sacrifice.  Parenting is expensive.  If you're a parent 
today, it will cost you somewhere between $200,000 - $250,000 to raise a child to age 
18.  Then comes college expenses for many families!  When your parents chose to 
bring you into the world, they chose to do without some other things.  Value that choice.   
 
Third, as a mature adult, you honor your parents by affirming and not abandoning them.  
It's important to remember this commandment wasn't given just to kids originally.  It was 
given to adults.  Honoring and respecting parents isn't just for kids.  As parents age, 
different sources of affirmation begin to disappear:  your job is now history, your friends 
- maybe even your spouse - precede you in death, and grown children are busy with 
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their own families and careers.  Older parents need to feel and know they've made - and 
still make - a positive contribution to your life.  They need affirmation.  At this stage in 
their lives, respect and honor look a great deal like thoughtful, intentional affirmation of 
Mom and Dad.  At the very least, affirmation looks like taking the initiative to stay in 
touch with them.  Call them often.  Visit them all you can.  Give them verbal 
appreciation.  Share with them the details of your life.  They're usually more than 
interested.  Ask them about their lives.  Take personal responsibility to cultivate your 
relationship with them.  Affirmation also looks like listening to their counsel and showing 
courtesy by asking for their counsel.  You may not follow it, but listen to it and value it. 
 
The Bible says to be there for parents in their final years.  Don't abandon them.  
Sometimes in life the roles get reversed.  Once they fed, bathed, and took care of you.  
It may happen you will need to feed, bathe, and take care of them.  Honoring aged 
parents is not universally valued.  In the days of the Roman Empire, men and women 
over 60 years of age where often drowned because they were thought to be no longer 
useful to society.  In ancient Eskimo culture, aged parents were sometimes put out on 
slabs of floating ice until the wind and cold claimed their bodies.  Even today you hear 
about things that amount to abandonment:  physical abuse of the elderly, family 
members taking financial advantage of aged parents, de-humanizing nursing centers.  
Let me quickly add, as a pastor, I've seen many wonderful nursing care facilities as well.   
 

The Bible says it's the primary responsibility of the family - namely, adult children - to 
provide for the needs of elderly parents.  There's no assumption it's the government's 
responsibility.  Jesus criticized the Pharisees on one occasion for not supporting their 
aged parents by claiming - hypocritically - that the money they would have set aside for 
their parents was already devoted to God.  In the New Testament, the issue of caring 
for aged widows came up.  In one place it says, "But if a widow has children or 
grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their religion into practice by caring 
for their own family and so repaying their parents and grandparents, for this is pleasing 
to God....  Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, and especially for their own 
household, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever." (1 Tim. 5:4, 8 NIV)   
 
One of the most agonizing decisions you may be asked to make - or be involved in 
making - is whether your parent should be placed in a facility that provides professional 
care.  I don't see where the Bible says only one choice is inherently the most God 
honoring decision.  It depends on many factors.  I do think you need to be involved in 
the decision.  I do think it's appropriate to give financial assistance if necessary.  We 
honor our parents by doing all we can to make their final years free from worry about 
the basic essentials of life:  food, clothing, shelter.  Here's the question needing to be 
asked, "Lord, how best can I honor Mom or Dad in this situation?"  If your heart is 
sincere, God will show you and it need not be the same answer for everyone.   
 
Let me move on to a very difficult aspect of the question, "How can I honor my 
parents?"  What if your parents were just downright dishonorable?  What does honoring 
them mean then?  Fortunately, I didn't have to answer that question personally.  My 
parents are both in Heaven with the Lord today.  No, they weren't perfect, but it was 
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easy for me to respect and honor them.  I wear my dad's wedding band on my right 
hand as a quiet tribute to both of them and as a reminder to me to keep following the 
godly values they passed down to me.  But what if your parents weren't worthy of 
respect or honor?  How do you observe this commandment? 
 
Just one heartbreaking example of what I mean.  A woman named Patricia Bissel 
shared the story of her abysmal childhood.  "I was born in 1928 to an affluent family 
plagued by demons that must have lurked in dark crooks of the family tree for 
generations.  By any measure, my childhood was a relentless horror.  Before I was two 
years old, my mother died at the hands of an abortionist to whom she had been forced 
to go by my father.  He detested me; he certainly did not want a second child around.  
We went to live with my father's mother, a stern and self-righteous woman who was 
viewed as a community and church leader.  Every memory I have of my early childhood 
is gripped by overwhelming fear of my father.  He beat me practically every day with his 
leather razor strap - a practice my grandmother endorsed.  Other times he locked me in 
a closet.  Fragments of horror from that time litter my mind.  One of the most terrifying 
was a 'parlor trick' my father enjoyed.  He would pick me up, hold me firmly atop his 
shoulders and, with great laughter, dance about the room.  Then he would saunter 
through the doorway and smash my head into the wall above the door.  The only 
photograph I have of my father and me shows us standing in front of the house.  He is 
smiling, holding me in his arms.  Terror is etched across my small face.  I am clearly 
pushing away from him with all my strength.  (When Patricia turned six, sexual abuse by 
her father began. I will spare us all the details.)  When I was seven, an acquaintance 
stabbed my father to death in our pantry.  I do not recall ever having received even a 
flicker of warmth or love from him or from anyone else at that point in my life." 
 

You might ask, "Rick, how can God expect Patricia Bissel to honor her father?"  Such a 
parent would have been executed under Old Testament law. There are just some things 
even God will not tolerate.  All I can say in the face of such horrible, nightmarish abuse 
is that while some people will find it impossible to ever honor their own parents, they 
can still honor the position, the role, and the responsibility of parenthood.  They can 
honor parenthood by refusing to perpetuate such behavior with their own children.  They 
can honor parenthood by allowing God to become their Heavenly Father.  They can 
honor parenthood by then allowing God do a work of inner healing in them.  In fact, only 
He can bring true, inner healing to someone so abused by parental sin.   
 
A relationship with your parents can become very strained and difficult for lesser issues:  
general neglect, physical or emotional abuse, love that was conditional on your 
performance or adherence to their expectations, or treatment of you that was the result 
of their substance abuse.  All I can say to you is, as a fellow sinner, you honor your 
parents by forgiving them and by honoring the role itself.  Allow God to do a deep work 
of forgiveness in your heart for the sinful things your parents did to you.  Prove the truth 
of God's promise, "Even if my father and mother abandon me, the LORD will hold me 
close." (Ps. 27:10 NLT)  And He will.  You will discover what it means to have a 
Heavenly Father who is perfect and who loves you perfectly.  He loves you with a love 
that will never let you go.  He will never forsake you and He wants you to be in His 



5 

 

family forever.  You're not being asked to excuse your parents' sins against you.  Or 
minimize them.  Instead, face their sins and, by God's grace and mercy, forgive them.   
 
On a cold winter evening, a man suffered a heart attack.  Once admitted to the hospital, 
he asked a nurse to call his daughter.  He explained, "You see, I live alone and she's 
the only family I have."  The nurse called the daughter.  The daughter got very upset by 
this news and shouted into the phone, "You must not let him die!  Dad and I had a 
terrible argument almost a year ago.  I haven't seen him since.  All these months I've 
wanted to go to him for forgiveness.  The last thing I said to him was 'I hate you.'  I'm 
coming right now.  I'll be there in thirty minutes."  Moments later her father went into 
cardiac arrest again, and the medical team wasn't able to bring him back.  When the 
daughter arrived, the nurse took her aside and said, "I'm sorry. He’s gone."  The 
daughter said, "I never really hated him.  I loved him, and now I want to go see him."  
The nurse took her into his room and the daughter went over to the bed and buried her 
face in the sheets as she said goodbye to her deceased father.  The nurse noticed a 
scrap of paper on the bedside table.  She picked it up and read it aloud, "My dearest 
Janie, I forgive you.  I pray you will also forgive me.  I know that you love me.  I love 
you, too.  Daddy."  Perhaps the greatest gift you can ever give is the gift of forgiveness.  
Let me move quickly now to asking and answering a second question. 
 

HOW CAN I BE A PARENT WORTHY OF HONOR?   

 

It's been said, "It's only by the grace of God that any of us survive parenthood.  We 
enter this role entirely inexperienced, and by the time we get the experience we need, 
we're unemployed."  Yes, it's true children should honor their parents whether or not 
they're completely worthy of being honored.  But how much better it is when you live a 
life that's easy for your kids to honor.  Not a perfect life, but an honorable life.  First, love 
your children consistently.  Here's four words that if you live them out will make your 
kids always feel loved:  touch, bless, listen, and pray.  Mom and Dad, your kids need 
the affirmation only physical touch can provide.  Hug them often.  When the father 
welcomed home his lost son in Jesus' famous story, it says the father threw his arms 
around him and kissed him.  Pig smell and all!  Mom and Dad, bless your kids.  Let me 
know you believe in them and have high hopes for their future.  Remind them verbally 
and often how special they are to you and to God.  Do your best to add value to their 
lives daily.  Mom and Dad, listen to your kids.  Listen more and offer advice less.  Turn 
on the "advice switch" sparingly.  Mom and Dad, never stop praying for your kids.  If you 
don't pray for your kids, who will?  The most loving act you can do for your kids is to 
bring them before God's throne of grace consistently. 
 
Second, lift your kids constantly.  Here's something to think about.  It's great to have 
goals for yourself.  It's inappropriate to have goals for your children.  Why?  You can 
and should have personal goals, because you have control over yourself, by God's 
grace.  But we don't control our kids.  Now, it's appropriate to have desires for your kids 
and grandkids.  For example, I desire they now Jesus and follow Him.  With that in 
mind, my personal goal is to be a godly father and grandfather - someone worthy of 
honor who leaves a great example, because my desire is for godly children and 
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grandchildren.  Be a source of great encouragement to your kids, not a controlling, 
manipulative parent who tries to force your kids into some goal you've created for them.  
Build them up.  Those beautiful summer flowers - impatiens - begin to droop if it's been 
a really hot day.  But if you give them a quick soaking with the hose, they perk right 
back up again.  Your kids need a constant soaking with the hose of encouragement!   
 
Third, limit your kids positively.  Sadly, the Bible is full of godly men who were poor 
fathers:  Eli, Samuel, David.  What made them poor dads?  They failed to discipline their 
children positively.  They let them get away with misbehavior.  They refused to confront 
and correct them.  They prevented them from suffering the painful consequences of 
their own wrong behavior.  I've always appreciated the observation of Dr. James 
Dobson who said parents have the responsibility of shaping a child's will without 
breaking his or her spirit.  We never attack a child's sense of self-worth or value.  We 
never say things like, "You're worthless"" or "You're hopeless."  By the same token, we 
declare war if necessary on any defiant, rebellious attitude that says, more or less, "I will 
not let anyone tell me what to do.  Not even Mom or Dad.  I will do what I want in life 
whenever I want."  Even your sweet, precious child has that attitude embedded 
somewhere in his or her life.  If you love your child, you will make up your mind to win 
that war for his sake, her sake, and for God's sake.  Limit your kids positively in love. 
 
Fourth, laugh with your kids frequently.  Don't let what I just said about discipline give 
you the impression a godly home is some kind of severe, unsmiling, harsh place.  No 
way!  A home where God is honored should be the happiest, most joyful, and most light-
hearted place to live most of the time.  So lighten up, Mom and Dad!  Let your kids see 
you laugh at yourself.  Let your home ring with continual laughter!  Finally, lead your 
kids spiritually.  Your number one desire - not a goal - as a parent ought to be to see 
each of your children become devoted, life-long disciples of Jesus.  Not just believers in 
Jesus, but disciples of Jesus.  No, you can't force a relationship with Jesus on them, but 
you can create an environment where it's more likely to happen than not.  You can 
intentionally create an environment where following Jesus becomes almost inevitable 
for your kids.  Mom and Dad, you are your children's primary pastor, not me.  Talk about 
God with your kids.  Read the Bible and pray together with them.  Have conversations 
about faith.  Bring them to church every Sunday.  Insist they be involved in spiritual 
activities that are age appropriate.  Let them see you practice what you preach.  For 
example, talk about tithing and let them see you give it.  Pray with them for lost people.  
Let them see you read God’s Word and hear you pray.  Show compassion with them for 
hurting people.  Your greatest task as a parent is to be a spiritual leader. 
 
Back in 1993, workers doing some remodeling at the Baseball Hall of Fame in 
Cooperstown, New York, discovered something unusual.  As they were moving a 
display cabinet, they found an old photograph tucked behind the case.  It was a photo of 
a stocky, friendly looking man in a baseball uniform with the words "Sinclair Oil" on the 
shirt.  Stapled to the picture was a note in a man's handwriting that said, "You were 
never too tired to play ball.  On your days off, you helped build the Little League field.  
You always came to watch me play.  You were a Hall of Fame dad.  I wish I could share 
this moment with you."  No one knew how the picture got there or the identity of the dad 
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in the photo.  A national sports magazine publicized it and eventually a man did come 
forward to say he'd tucked the picture and the note behind the display case during his 
visit to the Hall of Fame. His name was Pat O’Donnell.   The man in the picture was his 
late father – Joe O’Donnell.  Son, Pat, was so proud of his dad, Joe, he believed Joe 
deserved to receive special recognition.  So he decided to honor his dad by holding his 
own little ceremony to induct his dad into the Hall of Fame.   
 

If you're a parent or a grandparent today, you probably want to be a Hall of Fame parent 
or grandparent.  I know I want to be in my kids' and my grandkids' Hall of Fame!  Let's 
be the kind of parents and grandparents who make it a joy and a delight for our children 
to obey God's command, "Honor your father and mother."   
 
 


