God’s heart breaking for families (Paradise Lost)

Some historians have argued that in history the beginning of the end for many of the great civilisation was the point when the nuclear family unit within the community began to break down.  This may not be taking in all the facts but it does seem that the family should be the basic building block of any society.  
So what does this prediction say about our current social state of affairs as we start to see the effect that our crumbling family unit is having on day to day life?  
Even as Christians we are not exempt from this trend.

· Breaking down of relationships

· ‘where is the love?’

· divorce is on the up
,

· marriage commitment on the down

There’s been a huge rise in the number of single parents
 and teenage pregnancies
 due largely to the fact that premarital sex is now the norm not the exception.

It’s now becoming all too apparent that the age of ‘free love’ has wrapped us in its own chains.  We are all impacted directly or indirectly after all we all live in this country.

The responsibility of parents to bring up their children is in a spiralling decline.  A decrease in parental discipline/control on the one hand and the lack of parental love and care leaves kids with no boundaries, no respect and often full of anger and resentment – what a recipe for disaster!  The trouble is that it spirals as children then grow up and have their own families they don’t know how to parent any better than the example they were set by their parents.

The interference of state (often with good intentions) on the upbringing of children (smacking etc) has left many with the concept that any form of discipline is wrong.  Teachers have also had their hands tied and so now kids not only know that they can get away with bad behaviour but of course, as is there nature, frequently try!  They know who rules the roost!

The changing roles of men and women in our society have on the whole had many positive outcomes.  However, it has inevitably brought more issues into family life.  With more men and women in successful full time jobs it is often difficult to establish who will look after the children.  Some opt for a nanny, some struggle to juggle work and home commitments – in the end though neither way seems to be the best start for a young person’s development.

In general, priority of family is being lost - nobody has the time to raise a family.  Jobs commitments are starting to out weigh family commitments.  Often the bottom line is that we are forced into so much debt by our life styles that we have to work ridiculous hours to survive!

A recent UNICEF study found that the UK was the worst EU country to bring up a child!
  It is shockingly common for children to go unloved and forgotten – there are even cases where material possessions have been given precedence over child welfare!

The attitude that children should be seen and not heard – very much a Victorian way of thinking – has left its mark on our social thinking.

The problem of young people on the streets, many times as a result of being shunned from the family home, is a growing issue in towns and cities.  Vandalism is on the up due to lack of respect for other people and their property, and boredom.  To make matters worse they are seen by the community at large as being a menace and are just herded from one place to another without anyone attempting to tackle the problem at its root cause.  Shops are using deterrent devices aimed specifically at young people to force them to move on.
  Is this really the solution or is it sweeping the problem under the carpet?  Even in Swindon there are few community projects being put forward to tackle the issue and the attitude blocking any initiative is usually: ‘Well of course they should have a skate park etc…just not on my backyard!’

Christian families are not immune to family issues although I believe we may be more able to see the true cause to the problem but the fact is that society sees our principals on sex, children, discipline and family as often puritan, oppressive and backward.

None of this is new information – we are all aware of the problem.  The question is ‘what should we as Christian do about it?’

God’s Idea Of Marriage And Divorce

God invented marriage.  It was meant to be life long, full of love, commitment, fidelity and intimacy.  It was designed to bring security to family life and fullness of life to man and woman.  There is no reason to believe that Adam was ‘better’ than Eve or that Eve was subservient to him other than the order of creation and it is also clear that it was not good for Adam to be without Eve.

God created man and woman in his image – i.e. two halves of the one whole.  So, in an ideal world, a mother and father reveal together to their child, the full nature and character of God.

Sex is God’s invention – it is a beautiful and special thing, a gift shared between husband and wife; not sinful in any respect; a final declaration and sealing of the covenant of marriage.
  However God is clear that it should be enjoyed only between a husband and wife.  The negative consequences of sex outside of marriage can be seen clearly in our society.

When posed with a question on divorce Jesus said that Moses permitted divorce because the Israelite’s hearts ‘were hard’. 
 He does not seem to approve of divorce unless it is due to marital infidelity.

The biblical understanding of marriage certainly flies in the face current social understanding:

· Which selfishly wants sex whenever it can get it

· Where on the media sexual relationships outside of marriage are encourage and celebrated.

· Where being a virgin when you get married is seen as a negative and unusual

· Where marriage is not a solemn covenant but a convenience to be broken as soon as it is not convenient any more

So how do we respond?  By judging and condemning a world that has little interest in God’s laws or by living by example and showing the world what their marital relationships can be like?

Children and the Kingdom Of God
In the OT children were seen as a gift from God and were fully part of God relationship with His People

Perhaps the most radical teaching on the treatment of Children comes from Jesus.
 He frequently highlighted our need to be like children as we sought the Kingdom of God.

Small Group Questions

1. Spend some time reflecting individually on the impact of your family life on you (good and bad).  If you are able, share some of your thoughts.

2. What is the perceived role/stature of ‘the family’ within today’s society?  (Including everything from sex and marriage to kids and extended family) How does that impact our communities?

3. How do we as a church support and encourage healthy family life?  Is there more that we can we do?

4. How might, we as a church, champion the importance of family in our community?

5. Look at Jesus’ teaching in Mark 9:36-37 / 10:13-16 and Matt 18:1-6, 10 on children.  What does it mean for us to be more childlike in our faith and our relationship with Christ?

� It’s predicted that nearly 40% of marriages will end in divorce


� In England and Wales in 1950 there were 358,490 marriages. By 1991, this number had fallen to 306,800 and it continues to reduce – in 1999, there were only 263,500 marriages.


� lone parents currently make up 7.9% of the UK’s population and 20% of all families - nearly 3 million children are growing up in one-parent families


� The UK has the highest teenage birth and abortion rates in Western Europe


� http://www.telegraph.co.uk/opinion/main.jhtml?xml=/opinion/2006/12/11/do1101.xml&sSheet=/opinion/2006/12/11/ixopinion.html





� http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article1384562.ece


� http://www.compoundsecurity.co.uk/teenage_control_products.html


� Genesis 1:27


� Genesis 2:24


� Matt 19:7-9


� Psalm 8:1-2, 127:3 and Joel 2:15-16, 28


� Mark 9:36-37 / 10:13-16 and Matt 18:1-6,10





