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The Best for Our Children 

It’s very easy to forget just how old the Bible is, in part because we’re so familiar with it, or at 
least portions of it, and in part because we almost always read the Bible these days in modern 
translations which try very hard to render the Bible in contemporary language, which makes it 
sound a lot newer than it really is.  Whereas in actual fact, large portions of the Bible are 
considerably older than anything else we’re ever likely to read, including almost all of the Greek 
and Roman literature we think of as the “classics,” which aren’t nearly as old as most of the Old 
Testament. 

But from time to time you do run across passages in the Bible that are so strange, frankly so 
weird, so completely out of tune with modern sensibilities, that they do sound really old, so old, 
in fact, as to be archaic, which they are.  Most of those passages are things we never read and so 
pretty much forget they’re in the Bible at all unless we just happen to stumble upon them.  For 
example, anyone here read the opening verses of Genesis 6 lately?  You know the part about the 
Sons of God coming down and mating with the daughters of the earth and giving rise to the race 
of the Nephilim?  No, you probably haven’t read that lately. 

But there are some of these passages that you just can’t ignore, passages that are clearly 
important enough that we’ve got to take them into account, though exactly how to understand 
them is never very clear.  Perhaps the best example of such a story is our Old Testament lesson 
for today, the famous passage where God tells Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac.  It’s a request 
that is so contrary to how we think about God that it’s hard for us to get beyond that and try to 
make some sense of this story.  I mean, if someone were to tell me in all seriousness that God had 
demanded that they sacrifice their child, I’d immediately call for help.  Because I am convinced 
God would never do such a thing.  Yet here, that’s exactly what God does. 

I suspect that demand struck even the ancient Israelites as pretty outrageous, even though at 
the time, and for a long time afterward, people—not the Israelites, but some other people--
actually did on occasion sacrifice their own children.  There was even one King of Judah who did 
so, King Manasseh, though precisely because of that he was regarded by all as the worst king 
ever in the nation’s history, and that was a long, long time after Abraham.   But since the sacrifice 
of a child wasn’t unheard of in those days, people hearing this story back then could probably 
deal with it a lot better than we can. 

Which is close to not at all, since it’s very nearly impossible for us to take this story at face 
value, simply because the idea that God would ask anyone to sacrifice their own child strikes us 
as so utterly unthinkable as to just not to compute.  But there may be other situations in our own 
experience that raise comparable issues without doing so in a way that we find so inconceivable.  
If we can imagine what those situations might be, we may still be able to learn something, and 
something quite important, from this story. 

Take, for example, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, a religious sect that most of us have heard of and 
may have had some experience with, perhaps in the form of visitors to your front door.  For most 
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of us, the Jehovah’s Witnesses are a kind of fringe group out there on the extreme edges of 
Christianity, and it’s true, they do hold a number of views that most Christians don’t.  But 
however strange, I’ve always had some measure of respect for the Witnesses, because even years 
ago, long before most other Christian denominations, their congregations were completely 
integrated across racial lines.  Back in the 1950’s that was no small thing. 

But the Witnesses also forbid a number of modern medical practices, somewhat like the 
Christian Scientists, and in particular they reject blood transfusions for any reason, even when 
doctors think it necessary to save someone’s life.  So when one of their children needs a 
transfusion, the parents are faced with a very difficult decision.  Do they do what they firmly 
believe God requires of them even if it could cost their own child’s life?  For them, that situation 
is not unlike God asking Abraham to sacrifice Isaac’s life.  For them, it’s pretty much the same 
dilemma.  While we may not share their views, may think their beliefs about blood transfusions 
are woefully misguided, may think their actions are tantamount to child abuse or even murder, I 
think we can still understand how for them, it’s a real dilemma, the question whether to obey 
God, or to do what everyone around them thinks is right. 

These are particularly difficult kinds of questions when it’s our children who are involved, 
because there’s not a one of us who doesn’t want what is best for our children, no matter how old 
they are.  Even if we don’t have children of our own, we still have nieces or nephews or know the 
children of close friends about whom we care deeply, sometimes even more than their own 
parents.  I know in my own life that every major decision I’ve made for the past twentyfive or so 
years, including the decision to move here to Philadelphia, turned on what I thought was best for 
our daughters.  

But what is best for our children?  How do you know, because it’s certainly not always 
obvious.  In fact, what is best for our children in the short term may not be what’s best over the 
long run.  When that’s so, how do you balance those two things?  For the fact is, there could be 
times when you might want to sacrifice—note that word—your child’s prospects in the short 
term, precisely in order to better protect them over the long run.  But where do you draw the line? 

Where this can easily become an issue, especially these days, is our desire to instill certain 
values in our children, particularly the kind of values we talk about here at church.  The problem 
is that those values are not always considered particularly important by many of the people 
around us, and as a result, trying to uphold those values might actually get in the way of your 
child’s participation in the world of all their friends.  I’ll give you two good examples of where 
this happens, and I speak from a great deal of personal experience.  For both of these are things 
that Allen and I had to deal with, and anyone today who is a parent of young children is either 
already dealing with, or soon will be. 

One is sleepovers, which because of parents’ schedules these days, are almost always on 
Saturday nights.  So what do you do?  Do you go to go pick your child up early on Sunday 
morning so that he or she can come to church with you when no one else is doing that, when no 
one else—sometimes not even the parents—is even up?  That’s a real issue, but that’s nothing 
compared to the other one, which is sports.  It would have been inconceivable when I was a kid 
for sports to be scheduled on a Sunday morning.  Inconceivable.  Now they all are. 
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I’m sure not pointing any fingers here, because my daughters skipped church to go to swim 
meets plenty of times on Sundays.  Of course, sports is not just all fun and games.  Sports can play 
a big role in where kids will eventually go to college—it certainly did for mine—and where your 
kids go to college can play a big role in the future course of their lives.  So what do you do?  Surely 
you want some balance here, but balance is really hard when no one else around you (especially 
your child’s coach) cares about balance.  There are no easy answers here, but don’t think that 
what you do in such cases doesn’t make a difference in the long run.  Because it does. 

Now I’m not suggesting that whether or not our kids do sports on Sunday is somehow on a 
par with Abraham’s decision whether or not to sacrifice his son Isaac.  Obviously not, but still, 
the issue is similar.  What are you willing to give up or sacrifice in the short term for the sake of 
the well-being of your family over the long run?  What is so important to you over the long run 
that you’d be willing to sacrifice or forego something very dear to you right now?   Of course, this 
is just as much an issue for you yourself, as it is for you and your children, but when children are 
involved, because of our protective instincts, the choices are harder.  But whether for our children 
or for ourselves, there will always be times when we have to decide, to decide whether what’s 
best in the short term is really best over the long run, and if not, are we willing to sacrifice 
something in the short term precisely in order to protect what we think is more important over 
the long run. 

That’s exactly what Paul is talking about in Romans.  About choosing between things that are 
desirable right now, but can only be enjoyed for a limited time, and those things that will last 
forever and can never be taken from you.  It’s exactly the same thing that Jesus is talking about 
in the Sermon on the Mount when he warns against being so focused on our possessions—our 
stuff—all of which is subject to rust, rot and theft, that we neglect to store up treasures in heaven, 
things that can never be taken from us, not even by death.  So what is it that’s really important to 
you, more important than anything else?  And how much are you willing to sacrifice or forego in 
your life right now, for the sake of whatever it is that’s so important to you over the long run? 

It’s very clear in our Old Testament lesson today that God was never going to let Abraham 
actually sacrifice his son Isaac, that it was all just a test, a test of faith probably more for the benefit 
of Abraham than even of God.  But when Jesus sends out his disciples in our gospel lesson today 
on a mission to proclaim the good news and heal the sick throughout Israel, he knows that he’s 
sending some of them, maybe even most of them, to their deaths, if not immediately then 
eventually.  It’s not that he didn’t love them, or didn’t care about them, or didn’t want the best 
for them.  Not at all.  It’s just that there are some things more important than others.  Some things 
even worth dying for. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forevermore… 


