The Character of Each Generation

There is a passage of scripture in Proverbs that has intrigued me for years.  The truth of its meaning continues to unfold each time I study from it.  The depth of its inspiration takes us from one end of the Bible to the other.  The most stunning force radiating from this ancient revelation is that it projects itself upon my time and our generation as if it were an ancient mirror angled through the ages at us.  The scriptures seem to be reflecting the light, or darkness, of our generation back to us through the pages of scriptures.  It presents a true perspective of how great the depths a culture can decline and at the same time present the ideal background for God's greatest demonstration of power and grace.

It is as if our generation is simply a stage with all its props and lighting being well prepared and waiting for the show to begin.  Do not allow yourself to be distracted by the props or fixated on the stage created by the last 120 years of history or else you may miss your part in this production. Instead, be focused toward the stage because it is here the main show is going to unfold.

Through out history Jesus Christ has always allowed the stage to be prepared, the props positioned and the lighting set before he came on the scene.  All great actors know the importance of timing.  Timing is needed to receive the greatest response, to draw into the show the greatest number of the audience, and to communicate the message most effectively.  Do not allow yourself to be disinterested by the style of lighting on the stage or discouraged or alarmed by the props.  The next great scene is about to begin.  The season of the harvest is upon us.

In the passage of scripture we are about to look into God describes for us the heart and attitude of each of the four individual generation a culture cycles through as they live in rebellion to God.   You can see how each generation learns the sin of their father’s generation and like a seed in a garden it develops a little more.   By the fourth generation the cycle is complete.  The sin of the first generation will reach its fullness and that culture will be eliminated from history.  This is God’s way of preserving the earth until his plan is completed.  Since the days of the Flood of Noah when he destroyed all people and the days of Nimrod when he confused the languages to form the nations the four generation cycle has been used by God to preserve mankind on the earth and fulfill his purpose.

In Proverbs 30:11-14 there are four sequential generations listed.  Each generation leads into the next generation.  The NIV reads like this:


"There are those who curse their fathers and do not bless their mothers;
those who are pure in their own eyes and yet are not cleansed of their filth;
those whose eyes are ever so haughty, whose glances are so disdainful;
those whose teeth are swords and whose jaws are set with knives, to devour the poor from off the earth, and the needy from among men."

We need to look also at the King James Version.  Notice the different method of translation and notice the italics in the King James:


"There is a generation that curseth their father, and doth not bless their mother.
There is a generation that are pure in their own eyes, and yet is not washed from their filthiness.
There is a generation, O how lofty are their eyes!  And their eyelids are lifted up.
There is a generation, whose teeth are as swords, and their jaw teeth as knives, to devour the poor from off the earth, and the needy from among men."

The italicized words in the KJ text are words that are not in the original language but added in the English translations to make reading easier. With out the inserted italicized words the King James would read like this:

"A generation curseth their father, and doth not bless their mother.
A generation pure in their own eyes, and is not washed from their filthiness.
A generation, O how lofty are their eyes!  And their eyelids are lifted up.
A generation, whose teeth swords, and their jaw teeth knives, to devour the poor from off 
the earth, and the needy from men."

In 1872 Joseph Bryant Rotherham captured the essence of these verses in his translation which reads:

"A generation!  Its father it revileth, And its mother it doth not bless.
A generation!  Pure in its own eyes, Yet from its filth hath it not been bathed.
A generation!  How lofty are its eyes, And its eyelashes uplifted
A generation!  Swords are its teeth, And knives its incisors,



To devour the humbled out of the earth, And the needy from among men."


The Word of God is setting forth four successive generations.  Each generation develops a life style and a worldview and then raises the next generation.  When the children begin to form their generation they build on what their parents developed.  The attitudes that the parents hold tend to be viewed as absolutes by the children.  Attitudes about money, religion, family, society, politics, etc. are engrained into children by their parents.  There is very little chance of children having an opportunity to decide if their parents are right or wrong because they must use their parent's views to make this decision.  By the time they reach an age of critical thinking they have been positioned to evaluate their parents views from the same perspective as their parents.  The children are trapped.  It is very difficult to overthrow their parent's ideas, while at the same time it is very natural to develop these same ideas to the next level during the next generation.
These verses can be applied to two types of nations:

1) Nations with access to the written revelation of God (special revelation)

a. Believing Gentile nations that have knowledge of the Scriptures 

b.  Israel in the Old Testament who possessed the written law of Moses

2) Pagan nations that have access to general revelation

a. This would include every other nation since God’s absolute standards of basic right and wrong are written on men’s hearts.  Men have a conscience that naturally develops an understanding of right from wrong just like birds know how to migrate south in the winter.  This conscience will not be allowed to develop correctly by the time a culture reaches the fourth generation.  Thus, that culture is destroyed by God.

“When Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law, since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts.”  (Romans 2:14, 15)


Generation Number One:  A Generation Who Curse Their Fathers


"There is a generation that curseth their father, and doth not bless their mother."  









(Pr. 30:11 KJ)

How does this all begin?  In Deuteronomy 11:18-21 the Hebrew parents are told to:
"Fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds; tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.  Teach them to your children, talking about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.  Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates, so that your days and the days of your children may be many in the land that the Lord swore to give your forefathers, as many as the days that the heavens are above the earth."

The command to continue a righteous line comes with the promise that they would be enabled to stay in the land that God had given to the generations before them "for as many as the days that the heavens are above the earth."  This is similar to the promise of a thousand generations in the second commandment in Exodus 20:5 that says, "You shall not make for yourself an idol . . . for, I, the Lord your God . . . punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments."  The righteous line has the potential to go on forever and never be driven from their land.  The parent's responsibility was to introduce their children to the LORD.  The LORD was the living God that the parents had a relationship with.  In fact, everything they had and everything they were was from the Lord.

Proverbs 30:11 begins a spiritual and moral decline that will span through four generations.  The decline begins with a generation that curses their righteous father and does not bless their righteous mother.   This is not referring to a son cursing at his father because he won’t let him have the car keys.  That would be a problem in and of itself but not as serious as our context is talking about.   A brief word study for the Hebrew word for curse develops like this: 

"Curse"
Hebrew Word: qalal
Hebrew Pronunciation: /kaw-lal/
Root Meaning: "be light"
Literal Meaning: "small"
Figurative Meaning: "trifling, vile"
Translated Meaning: "to bring contempt, to curse, to despise" 
The first generation curses their father who is to instruct them in the ways of the Lord.  Within the word "curse" we can see that the first generation considered the things of God and the righteous heritage inherited from their father to be small, trivial, insignificant, or unimportant.  This is what Esau did in when he considered a bowl of stew more valuable than the blessing his father could give him, although a different Hebrew word is used.  Genesis 25:34 says:
"So Esau despised his birthright."  
Esau didn’t swear profanity at his father Isaac, instead he traded what his father had to give him for a bowl of soup.  Esau was the heir to the entire estate of Abraham and Isaac which included the covenant with God.  Esau “cursed” this and took the soup.

We are talking hereabout an entire generation, not just one teenager.   The parents want to hand them the knowledge of the LORD and his eternal plan.  This first generation responds just like Esau.  They sell eternity along with the foundations of the universe for a moment in time with soup.  This is a tragedy but so hard for our secular culture to look up from their bowl long enough to understand.  The sin of this generation becomes the sin of the fathers who will teach the next generation. 

This same generation is said to "not bless their mothers."  A word study of "bless" reveals this:


"Bless"
Hebrew Word: barak
Hebrew Pronunciation: /baw-rak/
Root Meaning: "to kneel"

The association between "to kneel" and "bless" is seen in the custom of taking a child on one's knee to pronounce a blessing on it.  The word is seen in a dual usage where "blessing" is said to be given and received in 2 Chronicles 31:8 where it says, 
"When Hezekiah and his officials came and saw the heaps [of offerings for worship], they praised ("barak") the Lord and blessed  ("barak") his people Israel." 
“It seems that this dual usage of "barak", . . .is to be explained on the following grounds:  God blesses human beings by speaking well of them, thereby imparting "blessing" (good things) to them, and so they are blessed"; human beings bless God by speaking well of him, attributing "blessing" (good qualities) to him, and so he is "blessed."  

The mother was instrumental in communication of knowledge to the Jewish children.  As is seen in Proverbs 1:8:


“Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching.  
They will be a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn you neck.”

A generation that "does not bless their mothers" is a generation that does not attribute good qualities to their mother's teaching.

"A generation: Who curse their fathers and do not bless their mothers," is a generation of people who do not consider their righteous heritage worthy of recognition and adherence.   In a believing culture this generation rejects the truth of scripture.  In a pagan society this generation would reject the standards of justice and morality that is revealed to all mankind through general revelation. (Romans 2:14)

Generation Number Two: A Generation Who Are Pure in Their Own Eyes


"There is a generation that are pure in their own eyes, and yet is not washed from their 
filthiness." (Pr.30:12 KJ)


This second generation is raised by parents who despised receiving the knowledge of God or rejected justice and a universal code of right and wrong.  Since this generation does not have in their soul an understanding of the truth of a perfect, holy and righteous God to compare themselves to or an absolute standard of right and wrong they "are pure in their own eyes" even though they are utterly sinful.  
In a believing nation like the United States this generation would not have the true teachings of the Christian doctrine of the sin nature. Because of their parents sin this generation can not identify sin.  If they can not identify sin then it is very difficult to be delivered from sin.  Who needs a savior if they don’t need saving?

This generation will begin to form their own rules.  They will establish their own values system of right and wrong since they have none being handed down to them.  The source of their values will be the human mind.  Their moral and ethics system will be as distant from God's ways as the heavens are above the earth.  Jesus said, “See to it, then, that the light within you is not darkness.” (Luke 11:35)


They will face problems in the world and problems within themselves.  These are the same problems that every generation faces.  The problems do not change from generation to generation, but what does change is the source that a generation resorts to in search of answers.   This generation will develop theories and philosophies that are logical to their human minds but contrary to the divine view.  This generation will be ready to accept and put into practice anything that makes sense after it has been evaluated by the judgment system that is based on their human reasoning.
Generation Number Three: A Haughty and Disdainful Generation
"There is a generation, O how lofty are their eyes!  And their eyelids are lifted up."  





(Pr.30:13 KJ)

The NIV says "There are. . .those whose eyes are ever so haughty, whose glances are so disdainful." (Pr. 30:13 NIV).  This is the description of the third generation that follows the first generation that rejected the Creator and the second generation who pursued the philosophy off idols.  

The reference to "eyes are so haughty" speaks of a people who are filled with pride and arrogance.  This is a symbolic gesture describing the attitude of the heart.  This generation has been raised by parents who failed to acknowledge the sin nature in them selves or in their children.  They established their ethics on their own opinions and the philosophy of their new gods.  This generation has an over-rated evaluation of themselves and believe they should get what they want.  They are self-absorbed and spend their days fulfilling their desires.  They control whatever they can for their own advantage.

The description "glances are disdainful" refers to their outward view of the world and of others.  They rationalize, "Nothing and no one on the outside can be as important as 'me.' "  They could be called the "Me Generation."  To be the children raised by this generation is tragic because the child’s most formative years are spent with self-centered, self-absorbed parents.  Divorce and the pursuit of another spouse or “special friend” to make them happy would be epidemic.

The third generation has been influenced by the second generation who believed man had the answers.   They have developed an over inflated view of man and his ability, but have failed to acknowledge man's sinful state.  
They have a concept of self-perfection and are in pursuit of a utopia. Since neither of these concepts are a reality this third generation is destined to live in disappointment and frustration.  This is a generation who where promised great things if they lived by the ethics and standards developed by their parents generation.  This generation always lives looking for something better and dies sorry for their choices.  In the end they fail to understand why it didn't work out.  But, woe to the next generation that will inherit the offspring of this third generation.

Generation Number Four: A Generation Whose Teeth are Swords, With Knives Set in Their Jaws

"There is a generation whose teeth are as swords, and their jaw teeth as knives,

 to devour the poor from off the earth, and the needy from among men."          
(Proverbs 30:14 KJ)

In the sequence of four generations the fourth is the most self willed and violent (“hamas”).  They become oppressive and abusive to anyone they can get the advantage on.  Their insatiable desire makes them as cruel and remorseless in destroying, as is the cold steel with which they are describe.  There is no standard of justice or ethics which forms a deadly combination in a soul that has no conscience.  

This is not only describing individuals but an entire generation in a culture.  If it where just one cold hearted individual that consumed others then a just governmental system could remove that individual from society.  This is a terrifying scenario because it speaks of an entire generation.  A generation which controls the government.  This generation can only be stopped through foreign invasion.

This generation's attitude and behavior is the fruit of the sin the “fathers” committed in the first generation.  God has been watching this first generations seed of sin develop into the fourth generation.  This fourth generation must turn back from the sin of their fathers and of the corrupt fruit it has produced in their own character.  Israel had a generation described like this in Amos 8:4 where it says, "you trample the needy and do away with the poor of the land."  This behavior belongs to the last generation of a society.  God says in Amos 8:2 in reference to that generation in Israel, "The time is ripe for my people Israel; I will spare them no longer."

Teeth are instruments of eating.  Eating is symbolic of meeting the needs of the individual doing the eating.  To have teeth that are swords is to say these people use weapons to meet their basic needs.  People in a normal society would use trade, commerce, labor, industry, etc to meet their basic needs. This is a generation that “devours my people as men eat bread." (Psalm 14:4) It will be a time of escalating violence and oppression.  It will manifest in a variety of ways.  It will be seen in the streets, in the schools, in the corporate office, in government, in legislation, and on and on where ever the people of this fourth generation decide to engage themselves.  Whereever  this generation spends their time they will bring this violence.
Reflections on David’s Fourteenth Psalm 

The cycle can be seen in Psalm 14 which begins with the fool saying there is no God just as the first generation.  In verse 2 the is no one who has understanding of God and God’s ways so they must turn aside to another philosophy to guide them as do the second generation “who are pure in their own eyes”.  The third generation is corrupt (v.3) or “filthy” (KJ) and none of them can do good.   In the fourth generation “they can not learn” and “devour my people as men eat bread.” (v.4)  In verse 5 the judgment of God overthrows this evil cycle with dread.   There is hope for the righteous in this terrible fourth generation because it says God is present with the righteous.  The King James says, “For God is in the generation of the righteous.” (v. 5)


Psalm 14
1 The fool says in his heart, 
     
 
 "There is no God." 
      
 
They are corrupt, their deeds are vile; 
     
 
 there is no one who does good. 

 2 The LORD looks down from heaven 
     
  
on the sons of men 
      

 to see if there are any who understand, 
      

 any who seek God. 

 3 All have turned aside, 
      

 they have together become corrupt; 
      

 there is no one who does good, 
      

 not even one. 

 
4 Will evildoers never learn— 
      

those who devour my people as men eat bread 
       

and who do not call on the LORD ? 

 5 There they are, overwhelmed with dread, 
       

for God is present in the company of the righteous. 

 
6 You evildoers frustrate the plans of the poor, 
       

but the LORD is their refuge. 

 
7 Oh, that salvation for Israel would come out of Zion! 
       

When the LORD restores the fortunes of his people, 
       

let Jacob rejoice and Israel be glad!

How Long is a Generation in Scripture?

Since the establishment of Israel as a nation at Mount Sinai a generation is said to be a period of forty years.   Before the Flood of Noah mankind lived longer on the earth.  Adam is recorded to have lived 930 years, his son Seth lived 912 even Noah lived 950 years, 350 after the flood.  Mankind lived longer for these reasons:

1) Mankind was created perfect in the garden.  When Adam sinned the fall of man in the spiritual sense was complete and total.  Mankind entered into spiritual separation from God.  This made man incapable of returning to God with his own ability spiritual or physical.  Yet, physically and mentally Adam and Eve had been created in perfection. There where no genetic problems.  Man’s body was genetically better than it is today.  This resulted in men living longer.

2) Man’s environment had been perfect with no diseases, but after the fall diseases began to develop.  Even today we find new diseases developing.  
3) The earth was originally encircled with a layer of water according to Genesis 1:6-8.  This protected the earth and man from dangerous radiation waves.  During the flood of Noah this water fell.  Since then the earth has been exposed to life altering radiation waves.  The ages before the flood where numbers like 930, 905, 910, 895 and 969.  Immediately after the flood the ages drop: Noah’s son Shem lived 500 years.  The first generation born after the flood lived 403 followed by another 403 and 430.  Then the tower of Babel occurred and the numbers are cut in half again and continue to decrease: 209, 207, 200, 119, and then Abraham’s father dies at 205.
During these days a generation was a lot longer than it would be by 1400 BC in Moses day.  God made the Exodus generation that had rebelled against his plan of taking the promised land wander in the wilderness an entire generation. It is written:

"He made them wander in the desert forty years, until the whole generation of those who had done evil in his sight was gone."               (Numbers 32:13)

The Hebrew word for generation is "dor."  It means a revolution of time such as an age or generation.  "A dor is roughly the period of time from one's birth to one's maturity, which in the Old Testament corresponds to a period of about 40 years."  (Strong, James, The New Strong’s Expanded Dictionary of Bible Words, Nelson Publishers, 2000, p. 413.) When Moses was eighty years old, Joshua was forty.   They represented the leadership in the first and second generations. 

Recognizing A 160 Years of Decline
If a generation turns from God to idolatry they begin a fall that ends with the overthrow of their grand children and their great-grand children.  This four generation process would take 160 years from the original sin of the fathers in the first 40 years and then through three more generations of 40 years.  This is a total of 160 years for four generations of 40 years.  

This process has been repeated for hundreds of years and through multitudes of generations.  It is almost impossible for a family, a culture or a nation to identify the sin that began the process four generations, or 160 years, earlier.   Later we will see that this was the problem for the northern ten tribes of Israel when none of the generations could repent of the Sin of Jeroboam.
As we look at our own generation it is important for us to realize how difficult it can be to honestly judge ourselves in light of God’s standards.  It is hard for people to honestly judge their own character when society itself has suffered the erosion of a cultural understanding of absolute values and ethics such as honesty, respect, responsibility for personal volition, justice, and social compassion.  This combined with the fact that believers and churches consider the teaching of the scriptures to be an alternative activity for churches.  I have seen full color brochures from churches offering evening activities somewhat similar to the ones below.  Can you identify what is wrong with this list?

Wednesday night church options:

a) Fishers of Men Basketball League – be a witness on the hardwood floor
b) Financial Planning for Families – how to be a good steward on credit
c) Losing Pounds for Jesus – for those who want to improve the temple of God
d) Overview of the Gospels – for those who would like to study the scriptures
e) Children’s Church – Games, Snacks, Contest, Videos (just like big church)
f) Martha’s Kitchen – Home decorating class and supplies
g) Solitary Living – Surviving as a single in a postmodern world
h) Building Committee Meeting – Discussion on handling church growth 
None of the activities needs to be cancelled.  Maybe re-titled, but not necessarily canceled.  What’s wrong with this list is that the study of the scriptures is an optional choice.  This list reflects what many churches seem to believe.  They give the impression that if you are involved in a church activity you are walking the straight and narrow.  The theory is that if churches get people involved these people will get committed and keep coming to church.  Now, everyone would agree we need people in church.  But, let’s take it one step farther because being in church is of no value if the only reason you are in church is so that you can get involved because if you are involved you will keep coming to church.  This is a great theory if or goal is to keep people in church so they aren’t somewhere else like running the streets, dancing drunk in bars, robbing convenience stores, or hi-jacking planes.  This is application of a principle developed for youth with no where to go after school.  So instead of letting the kids be unsupervised after school a community or activity group is started.  This diagram illustrates the application of  “The After School Activity Program” to the churches.  This is apparently the view of many churches and their leadership:
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I hope the problem is obvious.  The purpose of the church is to communicate the revelation of scripture to believers.  


“Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word 
of Christ.”  



(Romans 10:17)


“Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is.”






  (Romans 12:2)
Paul tells Timothy:


“Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to 
teaching.”



(1 Timothy 4:13)

Timothy is told to read, preach and teach the scriptures (1 Tm. 4:13) because “faith comes from hearing the message” (Rm. 10:17).  When people gain an understanding of scripture they grow in faith and their mind is renewed.  They no longer conform to the pattern of the world but have been transformed to understanding God’s standards. (Rm. 12:1)   When their minds are in line with God’s plan they will then “be able to test and approve what God’s will is.”  (Rm. 12:2)  It is only at this point the local church has done their job.   It is at this point the believer can go into their world and be a light to their people and be salt to their generation.

Salt in the ancient world did three things:

1) It preserved – before refrigeration salt was added to meat to keep it from rotting

2) It prevents – salt was poured on cities by the enemy after they had been destroyed and prevented the city from ever resettling the ruins because the salt would prevent anything from growing on the land.

3) It added flavor – as is today salt was used to season food and draw out the flavor that was in the food.

Jesus told his disciples that they were the salt of the earth (Mt. 5:13).  Believers in Jesus Christ are to be a benefit to their cultures and their nations.  They help preserve that culture from moral decay.  They help prevent the sins of the fathers from spreading into their generation.  They add flavor to life by living with the divine view point and drawing out the richness of the meaning God gave man life.  This is the purpose of the church as it relates to society.  
Jesus also warns them about not being salty or not having their minds renewed through the understanding that comes through hearing the word of God.  If the church losses this saltiness there is nothing that can replace it.  There are no programs or activities nor are there enough crosses or steeples nor do good intentions and social clubs replace the teaching of the word of God.  Jesus says once the saltiness is lost it can not be made salty again.  The church is worthless to men in society at this point for they are nothing more than a group of believers who think and act just like their generation.  Jesus promised that the pagan man would see the worthlessness and despise the church:

“You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty 
again?  It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men.”









(Matthew 5:13)

I recall a few years ago when I was teaching an adult Sunday school class for people ages 20-30.  The subject I selected to teach was apologetics.  I have a series of information that I had used with a high school class at a Christian high school that took about 3-5 Sundays to cover.   I explained how faith was confidence in something that was real and genuine and not blind faith.  We call it the Christian faith and not the Christian wish.   I taught how we knew there had to be a God based logic and science.  I defended the authenticity of the scriptures and showed how it could be proved to be consistent with manuscripts with in a generation of the apostles.  The text verse was from 1 Peter 3:15, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”  The word “answer” is the Greek word “apologia” which was used to refer to someone giving a defense in court and from where we get our words “apologize” and “apologetics”.  It involves providing evidence.  It was a pretty simple class that answered a lot of questions.  It is actually what I consider foundational.  That is why I began there.  Even though the class enjoyed the subject I was called into one of the pastor’s offices.  As this person spoke to me they casually flipped my one page of notes that I had handed out  to the class back and forth and asked, “Is this what you are teaching?  Don’t you think it is a little deep?”  Out of respect for their position and their ignorance, I simply responded by asking as humble as I could, “What would you like me to teach?”  The answer I received was, “Something simple and more basic?”  I agreed and left.
The students in this class where getting up and coming to church at 9:30 on a Sunday morning.  They where either in college or had graduated from college in most cases.  They had been raised in a secular society where there schools, their media and their government (and in some cases, their churches) had promoted the worship of the idol of secular humanism.  Everyone of them, if they had spent the last 20-30 years in America, had dealt with doubts concerning the existence of God, the authenticity of scripture and the reality of our faith.  If churches in America think these things are too deep that would explain why a couple years later churches like this one where scrambling to save their people from the deception of the Da Vinci Code.  It was a great novel but hardly worth hanging a banner in front of your church announcing that you as a pastor are going to have to cover foundational information for the next eight weeks because Hollywood is releasing a fictional movie that has confused you congregation.  Pastor, what have you been doing for the last year, 5 years, 10 years with the children of the fourth generation?   I’ll bet you’ve got some get activities and are planning for a building program, though.
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