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I know this is an old joke, but I couldn’t help but think about it today since my oldest daughter got married on Father’s Day two years ago.  A young woman brings her fiancé home to meet her mom and dad.  After dinner, the mom tells the dad to go talk to the young man privately so he can find out more about him.  The dad takes his daughter’s fiancé out to the backyard, and as politely as he can begins to question him about his plans.  The young man explains, “I am a Bible scholar.  I have devoted my life to studying the Bible.”  “Wonderful,” the father exclaims.  “But let me ask you this.  How are you going to make a living?  What are you going to do to provide a home for my daughter?”  The young man replies, “I will study, and God will provide for us.”  “But how are you going to afford an engagement ring?  How will you support your children?”  And to each question the young man simply says, “I will study, and God will provide.”

The husband eventually gives up on the conversation and goes back into the house.  His wife pulls him aside and asks, “Well, how did it go?  What did you find out?”  “There’s good news and bad news.  The bad news is that he has no plans and no job.”  “What’s the good news?” his wife asked.  “The good news is … he thinks I’m God.”

Dads, do you remember when your kids thought you were God, when they thought you were the smartest person in the world, that you could solve any problem and answer any question?  No, I don’t remember that either.  I suppose there may have been such a time, maybe when my kids were two or three.  But once they got into elementary school and realized that I couldn’t help them with their math, they pretty much figured out that their dad had very little in common with God.

I have loved being a father for the last 24 years, but I have never felt like I really knew what I was doing.  I have always felt that my wife knew far more about being a mother than I knew about being a father.  A number of you here this morning are single parents, and I just want to tell you how much I admire you.  I can’t think of a tougher task in life than to raise a family without the help and support of a partner.  

The reality is that we all need help in parenting.  None of us has all the answers.  And while Dr. Phil and Dear Abby and other media experts from time to time offer us some valuable advice, this morning I want to spend a few minutes getting advice from one person who I don’t just think is God, but who really is, the Bible tells us, the Lord God Almighty.  His name is Jesus.

Now it’s true that Jesus never had kids of his own.  He never watched his own son pick flowers while he was supposed to be playing goalie on his youth soccer team, and he never had to watch some high school kid take his daughter off to the prom in a 67 Mustang.  But I am confident that as our Creator, Jesus understands something about parenting.  And while the Gospels don’t have a chapter titled “Jesus’ Advice to Fathers,” I think we can figure out what he might say based on some of the things he taught to the twelve young men who followed Jesus around day and night for three full years.  

Be A Lover
Here’s the first bit of advice I think Jesus would give to fathers – be a lover.  Do you remember what Jesus said when he was asked what the greatest of all the Old Testament commandments was?  His answer is recorded for us in Matthew 22:

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself.  All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.  (Matthew 22:37-40)
Dads, let me ask you to think ahead a bit, actually to think way ahead.  Its many years from now and your kids are grown and they are all together at some family function and the topic of “Dad” comes up.  As they share their memories, one of your kids says, “You know, Dad really loved …” If your kids were to have that conversation about you, how do you think they would finish that sentence?  What do you think they would say about what their dad really loved?  There are some things I know my kids would say their Dad loves that are silly.  In fact, many of you would know how to finish that sentence.  “You know, Craig really loved Arby’s” would be a correct answer.  So would, “Craig really loved basketball.”  And I happen to think it’s OK that my kids know I love things like that, as long as that’s not where it stops.    

Dads, I think it’s important for our kids to see that we aren’t too cool or too indifferent to be passionate about certain things in our lives.  I think it’s important for them to see that we love to read or that we love to build or that we love to travel.  My Dad loved to garden and to landscape.  In fact, it wasn’t enough that we had a huge yard with 52 trees for him to trim.  Behind our house was a swampy wilderness area, with a creek running through it and all sorts of trees and other vegetation.  There were times I would come home from school and look out our kitchen window and see my Dad climbing in the trees in the swamp behind our house because there were branches in those trees he just had to trim.  Dad loved making trees look their best.

But that’s not all my Dad loved.  He loved his three sons; he loved us with all his heart.  I never doubted that for a minute.  In fact, my Dad got what some writers call “the three T’s” of love right – talk, time and touch.  Even though my Dad was a Marine and was very much the disciplinarian, Dad was very good about telling me that he loved me.  Pretty much every night Dad would come into our bedroom and end the day by reminding me and my two brothers how much he loved us.  Dad was also very good about spending time with me.  And it just occurred to me this year – 36 years after my Dad died at the age of 54 from a heart attack – that spending time with me was something of a sacrifice for him.  From as early as I can remember, I loved sports.  I loved to watch sports and I loved to play sports.  And I always assumed my Dad loved sports – after all, don’t all guys love sports?  But this last year I realized in looking back that Dad really wasn’t much of a sports guy.  Dad would take us to games we wanted to go see, but he would never go on his own or with his friends.  When I read the paper the first thing I open up is the sports page.  Dad never read the sports page; his favorite paper was the Wall Street Journal.  And what finally brought this into focus for me was thinking back on all the times my Dad would spend time with me shooting baskets or playing catch with the baseball or football.  When I really think about it, I now realize that my Dad was not a very good athlete.  The man could barely throw a ball to save his life.  And when I say Dad would shoot baskets, that’s not quite true.  He would throw the basketball at the hoop, but he was a terrible shot.  I remember looking around the neighborhood and thinking, “I hope no one is watching; I hope no one sees us.”  So after a few weak attempts to shoot with me, do you know what did my Dad would do?  He would stand under the basket and fetch the ball for me, for as long as I wanted to play.  Why?  Not because it was fun for him – he did it because that’s what I loved to do, and it was his way of spending time with me.
What my Dad was good at was building things.  He had a garage full of tools, and he could make anything he wanted.  But here’s the thing – I had no time for that.  I wasn’t the least bit interested in sawing and sanding and hammering stuff; that bored me.  Dad tried a few times to teach me, but that turned out to be pretty frustrating for both of us.  Eventually Dad gave up trying to turn me into a carpenter, but he didn’t give up on me.  He told me he loved me, he loved me by spending time with me doing the things I liked to do, and the third way Dad loved me well was through the third of the three T’s of love – touch.  I have to admit that my Dad did this much better with me than I’ve done it with my kids.  Dad hugged me every day.  And Dad did something else that embarrassed me every time he did it – he would kiss me on the cheek.  Every night, without fail.  By nighttime my Dad’s whiskers were coming in, and I can still feel those whiskers scratching my face when he would tuck me into bed and plant a big kiss on my cheek, which I would usually wipe off as soon as he left.
I did not have a perfect Dad.  There are some things I wish I could change about how Dad raised us.  But I always knew that Dad loved us.  He loved us with his talk, with his time and with his touch.  
But I think what I most appreciated about my Dad is that he loved my Mom.  I remember when we got old enough for Mom and Dad to leave us at home by ourselves.  Suddenly instead of taking the annual family vacation, Mom and Dad were going off to Hawaii by themselves.  At the time I didn’t understand it – why wouldn’t they want to take the three of us with them?  Now, I get it.  In fact, my kids think I get it too well.  I am quite sure that when my kids some day talk to each other about what their Dad loved, one of the things they will say is, “Dad really loved Mom.”  

If Jesus could give advice to we who are fathers, I am certain he would tell us, “Be a lover.  Let your kids see that you live with passion.  Let your kids see that you love them and that you love their mom.  And let your kids see that you love God with all your heart and all your soul and all your mind.”  

One thing I’ve observed about love is that love is more caught than taught. I don’t love God because the adults in my life told me I was supposed to love God.  I love God in large part because my Mom’s mom and dad loved God with every cell in their bodies, and I got infected with their passion.  Their love for God got under my skin and into my heart.  I caught my love for God from my high school leader and his wife, whose love for God and devotion to the Bible were contagious.  Dads, if we want our kids to love God – which Jesus said is the most important of all the commandments – then we can’t just tell them to do it.  They have to catch it from us.  We need first and foremost to be lovers of God ourselves if we want our kids to become lovers of God.  If Jesus were to give us advice about being a father, I think the first thing he would tell us is, “Be a lover.”

Be A Leader
The second bit of advice I think Jesus would give us about being a father is, “Be a leader.”  Listen to some of Jesus’ last words to his followers, the twelve young men who became his family for three years:

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  (Matthew 28:19-20)
As followers of Jesus, it is our calling to make disciples.  It is our calling to teach those who follow Jesus to obey everything Jesus commanded us.  Now certainly this doesn’t just apply to dads.  Each of us is called to be disciple-makers.  Each of us should be investing our lives in the lives of others, teaching and modeling what it means to be a fully devoted follower of Jesus.  But without a doubt one place this should be taking place is in the home.  Dads, as followers of Jesus ourselves, it is our calling to disciple our kids, to be spiritual leaders in their lives.  

My Dad believed in Jesus and went to church every Sunday, but he was not very verbal about his beliefs and didn’t talk with us about his faith very often.  The primary way Dad was a spiritual leader in my life was in teaching me to be generous.  Dad wasn’t outspoken about it, but Dad made it very clear that tithing wasn’t an option.  Dad was a businessman and cared quite a bit about money.  He made sure we understood that money doesn’t grow on trees and that it’s important to make as much as you can and to save as much as you can.  But we also knew Dad believed in the value of giving as much as you can.  Frankly it wasn’t until after Dad died and I inherited the job of sorting out the family finances and paying the bills that I discovered just how much Dad gave to church and to the ministry of Billy Graham and to other Christian groups.  And that is most certainly one way we can disciple our own kids, by modeling for them and teaching them the value of being generous.

For the most part, though, my Dad left the job of discipling me as a follower of Jesus to other people – to Sunday school teachers, to youth leaders, to pastors.  And to a degree, that’s OK.  Our kids need to hear other voices besides mom’s and dad’s.  In fact, I think one of the best ways to be spiritual leaders for our kids is to very intentionally expose our kids to other Christ-followers.  

Think of it from the perspective of my poor kids.  Not only did they have to listen to me at home, but they’ve had to listen to me preach to them every Sunday for most of their lives.  So one thing I’ve tried to do is to make sure they’ve gotten as much exposure as possible to other people who love Jesus.  Some of you have been their teachers back in Kingdom Kids, and others of you have been their youth leaders, and I want to thank you for your input into the lives of my children.  We’ve encouraged our kids to go to camp at Hume Lake and Mt. Hermon, both to hear other Christian speakers and to meet other Christian kids.  We’ve encouraged them to experience a short-term mission’s trip.  We’ve taken them to Christian concerts to hear artists they enjoy talk and sing about their experience in following Jesus.  When we would take them to Berean Christian Bookstore, my kids knew Dad would buy them pretty much any book they wanted because Dad wanted them to get input from other Christian writers.  

Dads, to be a spiritual leader for your kids doesn’t mean you have to sit down with them and make them memorize the names of the twelve tribes of Israel.  It doesn’t mean you have to take them through detailed Bible studies.  But it does mean that we make it very clear to our kids what we think is important.  There’s a verse in the Old Testament that summarizes what we need to teach our kids; it says this: “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.” (Ecclesiastes 12:13)  The main truth we need to teach our kids if we want to help them become true disciples is this – fear God.  To fear God doesn’t mean that we cower in our Nikes when we think about God.  To fear God means to take God seriously, to take God with ultimate seriousness.  To fear God means to make God more important than anything or anyone else in your life.  As dads we need to communicate to our kids that God is important, that reading the Bible is important, that praying is important, that being involved in church is important, that serving is important, that worshipping is important.  

Now one objection I sometimes hear from parents is this: “I don’t want to shove my faith down my kid’s throat.  I want my child to choose this for him or herself.  So I don’t make my kids come to church.  I don’t force them to go to youth group.  That has to be their own decision.”  So what about that?  That makes some sense, doesn’t it?  Our kids, just like us, have free will.  We can’t force our kids to believe in Jesus and to love Jesus any more than our parents could force us.

But while I wholeheartedly agree that I as a dad can’t force my kids to follow Jesus, I strongly disagree with parents who let their kids decide whether to go to church or not, or whether to go to youth group or not.  I know – you’re thinking I’m paid to say this, but I thought the same thing before I was a pastor.  Here’s how I think about it; see what you think.  My kids don’t always want to go to school.  Sure, there are laws about school, but within the law it’s possible to let your kid miss quite a lot of class time.  My kids knew they didn’t have that option, and yours probably don’t as well.  Why?  Because you think education is important and you want your kids to understand that education is important.  Do you let your kids eat whatever they want whenever they want?  Do you let them go to bed whenever they want?  Do you let them go to the dentist only when they really want to?  The fact is you make your kids do a number of things they wouldn’t necessarily choose to do because you think those things are important.  You think a healthy diet is important, that good hygiene is important, that exercise is important, that sleep is important, and because you believe those things are important you communicate the importance of those values to your kids by making them do things they might not choose to do.  

Jesus said there’s nothing more important than a relationship with God. The Bible tells us that the most important thing we can do is to fear God.  If you believe that, then as a dad you’re going to do everything you can to persuade your child of that truth.  So what does that mean when your teenager tells you he doesn’t want to go to church because it’s just not for him?  Here’s what I think my Dad would have said to me – “Son, I appreciate how you feel, and I want you to know that what you ultimately believe about God is entirely up to you.  But I want you to know that I fear God, that there is nothing more important in my life than my relationship with God. So while you live with us, you need to come with us and to hear what we hear and experience what we experience.  Before you decide that this isn’t for you, you need to learn as much as you can about why we believe in God and why we have given our lives to following Jesus.  So get your shoes on and let’s go.”

And part of the reason we’re afraid to say that to our kids is that we want them to like us, and if we make them go to things they don’t want to go to they won’t like us.  But isn’t that part of being a leader?  The purpose of a leader isn’t to be liked.  The purpose of a leader is to lead.  My goal as a parent hasn’t been to make my kids like me at all costs.  My goal has been to help my kids to grow up and to invest their lives in those things that I believe are of ultimate importance, and it is my belief that a relationship with God is of ultimate importance.

Now maybe the word “leader” doesn’t resonate with you, at least not when you think of what it means to be a father.  If so, maybe it will help to use a different word, like the word “coach.”  One of the things our affiliation of churches has asked me to do is to be a coach to a couple of the younger church planters, one here in San Jose and one in Santa Cruz.  And I really like one of the definitions of “coach” that we use; see what you think of it: “To coach is to help people get where they want to go by encouraging them to do what they don’t want to do.”  The church planters I coach very much want to plant healthy churches, churches that are making a positive impact in their communities, churches that bring hope and healing to hurting and broken families.  That’s where they want to go.  But often they don’t want to do some of the things they need to do to get there – like to create a budget or to raise funds – and it’s my job as their coach to encourage them and to motivate them and to challenge them to do what they don’t want to do so I can help them get where they want to go.
And dads, that’s our job with our kids – we’re they’re coaches.  Our job is to help our kids get where they want to go by encouraging them and motivating them to do what they don’t want to do.  Did you see the movie “The Karate Kid,” either the original with Ralph Maccio and Pat Morita or the more recent one with Will Smith’s boy Jaden and Jackie Chan?  In those movies there was a runty kid who was getting picked on and beat up by the bigger, stronger boys in the neighborhood.  What did he want?  He wanted to learn how to defend himself and to win the respect of his peers so he could enjoy his life.  So what did his coach do?  In the first movie Pat Morita had the Karate Kid wax his car – wax on, wax off.  Then he had him paint his fence.  The Karate Kid was not amused.  In the more recent version Jackie Chan had the Karate Kid take his jacket off, hang it up on a hanger, and then take it back off the hanger, over and over again.  The Karate Kid was not amused.  But what happens?  By having the Karate Kid do what he didn’t want to do, his coach was in fact teaching him the skills he needed to get where the Karate Kid wanted to go.  Here’s a short clip of Jaden Smith and Jackie Chan from the 2010 version:
Show from YouTube: “The Karate Kid clip Jacket On” (1:54)

Dads, our job is not to teach our kids kung fu; our calling is to make disciples of our kids.  No, we can’t make them believe what they choose not to believe or to become what they choose not to become.  But if we really believe that there’s nothing more important in life than loving and serving God, then we will stay up nights thinking of ways to motivate and encourage our kids to follow Jesus.  In one way or another, dads, we need to let our kids know just how deeply we believe in Jesus, just how committed we are to following him, just how important our faith is in our lives.  And if we do that, if we take the responsibility of being spiritual leaders and coaches to our kids as seriously as we take our jobs and our health and our bank accounts, then more often than not our kids are going to learn to take this business of following Jesus seriously as well.

I’m not much of a country western music fan, but I came across a song by Rodney Atkins called “Watching You” that I think is a better way to end my message this morning than any story I can tell.  So take a look at this:
Show from YouTube: “Watching You” by Rodney Atkins (4:10)
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