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Unless the Lord Builds the House
A Song of Ascents. Of Solomon.
1 Unless the Lord builds the house,
 
   those who build it labor in vain.

Unless the Lord watches over the city,

    the watchman stays awake in vain.

2 It is in vain that you rise up early

    and go late to rest,

eating the bread of anxious toil;

    for he gives to his beloved sleep.
3 Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord,
    the fruit of the womb a reward.
4 Like arrows in the hand of a warrior
    are the children of one's youth.
5 Blessed is the man
    who fills his quiver with them!
He shall not be put to shame
    when he speaks with his enemies in the gate.
Holman Bible Commentary reports about a team of New York state sociologists who attempted to calculate the lasting influence of a father’s life upon his children and the children born in subsequent generations. In this study they chose two men to research, to consider how their life impacted their children and the subsequent generations. They chose these two men from the same time period, in the 18th Century. Each man left a legacy, but the one left by each was as different as night and day. 
The first man was by the name of Max Jukes, an unbeliever. He was a man of little or no principle. His wife also lived and died in unbelief. What kind of influence did he have upon his children. Among the 1,200 known descendents of Max Jukes, 440 lived lives of outright debauchery, 310 were paupers and vagrants, 190 were public prostitutes, 130 were convicted criminals, 100 were alcoholics, 60 were habitual thieves, 55 were victims of impurity, and 7 were murderers. 

The other man studied as Jonathan Edwards, a noted colonial pastor and an astute theologian. Arguably, he was the greatest theologian North America has ever known. He was a scholar and his primary instrument in his life to minister to others was God's Word. God used Jonathan Edwards to bring about the “Great Awakening” during the 17th Century America. His wife was Sarah Pierpont and she was a woman of great faith as well. His legacy is thus: among his male descendents were 300 clergymen, missionaries, or theological professors; 120 college professors; 110 lawyers; over 60 physicians, over 60 authors of great books; 30 judges; 14 presidents of universities; 1 vice president of the United States. There is scarcely any great American industry which has not had one of Jonathan Edward’s descendents among its chief promoters. 
There is the legacy of two different men and it is an interesting study. It made me think, as I read of the legacies, what my legacy will be because a person’s legacy is not so much tied to what they do directly in their career, but it is tied to our children. Those are who we leave behind who leave a lasting mark upon this world. 

Godly children are not an absolute guarantee from God to His faithful people and we understand that, but our attitudes and actions toward the Lord, in reference to our children, make a profound impact upon the outcome of the child’s life and as a result how God uses them to bring an impact upon this world. God teaches us, in our text, the worth of children so that we will make the most of our opportunities we have with children to bring about a godly influence in their life. 

In this study I will make a special application of the worth of children to physical families, but if you are one who does not have children or grandchildren, I pray you will be impacted strongly, also, by Psalm 127 as you come to value the worth of children in the world generally, but in particular in the spiritual family, the church. In this spiritual family God gives to us many children, children to whom each of us can have some impact upon through our love, our prayers, our encouragement, our godly influence. 

I thank God for many in my boyhood church who probably did not know they were having a big impact upon me, but they did and they did that through their Gospel example and their Gospel love they brought into my life as a little boy. I came to see the Gospel is real as I lived a life inside the church. I saw it was real in my home, but I also in my church home. 

There are five truths that awaken us to the worth of children. What we first notice about our text is the superscript: A Song of Ascents of Solomon. It is interesting that Solomon writes this psalm. His family life was a bit messed up, but early on God had given to Solomon much wisdom. I believe it was then he wrote this psalm. More interestingly is that this psalm is one of the fifteen in the Psalter entitled A Song of Ascents. 

What is a song of ascent? Three times each year the people of Israel were to come to the Temple in Jerusalem and present themselves before the Lord as they celebrated one of the three major religious feasts.
 Families would often travel together in caravans and as they traveled up the mountain toward Jerusalem, they would sing songs of worship unto God and these were the songs of ascent because they were ascending up the mountain toward the Holy City of Jerusalem. What is interesting about these fifteen songs is that two of them meditate upon a husband’s or a father’s work in building his family, Psalm 127 and Psalm 128. 
God ordained three times a year for families to sing about this particular subject of a father’s or a husband’s influence upon his family with the goal of bringing about a healthy family, a family that would worship the Lord. As they sang, the men in the group would look at their children and sing with them and consider deeply their responsibility to have time to evaluate how they are doing in reference to what God has called them to be and to do within the home. That is a very good thing. 

Young fathers, I ask you to consider this question: How often do I take time to think deeply about my responsibilities and about God’s vision for my family? Sometimes we are so busy we do not take time to evaluate where we are. I believe most of us would say, “Yes, that is my desire,” but if we do not take time to think about this and consider this, because they had a long time to consider this as they walked up this mountain, singing these songs: How do I want to relate to my family from this moment going forward? I pray God would have each of us to do that and have that kind of evaluation now. 

Again, while this question is directed toward fathers, I believe everyone in the faith can ask it, whether a mother, son, daughter, brother, sister, grandparent, or a church member, a member of God’s spiritual family. Everyone is involved in this endeavor of helping children to grow, to become worshippers of Jesus. Everyone can be involved. 

The first truth that awakens us to the worth of children is: God alone builds a family,


1a Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.


The first word picture painted for us by the psalmist is that of the builder of a house. Building a family requires much hard work, yet God wants us, as we are working toward that end, to have one truth abundantly clear – we cannot successfully build our own family. We cannot. It is not in us. That is true of a physical family and it is true of a spiritual family, the church, as well. God alone builds homes and God alone builds a church. He is the Architect and the Master Builder of a family. 
Building a house is a complex business. Several years ago we added onto our house and I hired a builder. I was not going to attempt to do that on my own. It would have been a miserable mess. I know some have those particular skills to be able to do that, but it would have been foolish for me to attempt to build an addition onto my own house. What is true for me regarding the physical entity of a house, it is true for all of us regarding the homes and families in this church that God has given to us. To attempt to build it with our own resources, with our own thoughts and efforts unless the Lord builds the house all of our labor and hard work and all of our efforts are absolutely in vain. 

One of the encouraging truths this verse teaches us is that God is in the business of building homes. He would not say this if it were not a part of His joyful work. That should be an awesome encouragement to us, especially to parents and to spiritual leaders in a church family, that God is the One who builds His own house. We can depend upon Him and when we do depend upon Him we see Him work in ways that are unbelievable. 
The application we draw from the truth that God alone builds the family is that we are to embrace the Lord as the Builder of our home; we are to submit to His leadership in our home. How do we do that? How do we embrace the Lord as the Builder of our home and submit to His leadership? There is much to say in this regard, but let me offer three essentials, three foundational ways, in which we embrace the Lord as the Builder of our home.

First, we read and head God’s instructions regarding the home. Have any of us ever built something that did not turn out right? I have shared this story previously about my brother who purchased a new book shelf. He graduated from the University of Illinois with an engineering degree. It was just a book shelf and he thought to himself, “I do not need to read the instructions. I am an engineer. I am smart. I can do this without the instructions.” He tossed the instructions aside and he began to build this book shelf. He completed it and as he looked at it and it was leaning to one side instead of standing straight up. It was off kilter. He wondered, “What did I do wrong? It was supposed to be a simple project.” He dug through the garbage and found the instructions he had tossed aside. Right at the very beginning of the instructions were these words, “If your book shelf looks like this,” and it had a drawing of how his looked, “you did not read these instructions! Take everything apart. Read these instructions and start all over.” They knew many people built the book shelf without reading the instructions and it turned out a mess.
And, that is what happens. We are trying to build homes without careful attention to the instructions God has given to us regarding a family. Some people say babies do not come with instruction manuals. That is not entirely true. I understand certain parts of that may be true, but it is not entirely true. God has given to us an instruction manual for the most important things about raising those little babies. What does God say to us? The Book is full of passages related to how we live life and what our priorities are. Specifically, it tells us how we relate inside of a family with our children so they can grow up to be worshippers. God intends for us to read the whole Book and heed it, but here are just a few,

Deuteronomy 6:4 “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 5 You shall love the Lord your 
God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. 6 And these words that I command you 
today shall be on your heart. 7 You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them 
when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. 
8 You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. 9 You shall 
write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.
Every time I read the passage I get convicted and I get reenergized in relationship to my children. I want to do that even more. I believe God has given me the opportunities to do that and there has been much of that that has occurred, but I know I could follow this more faithfully. I know those opportunities are always exciting because God works inside His Word as we teach the Word to our children.


Ephesians 5:22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife 
even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior…25 Husbands, love your 
wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 26 that he might sanctify her, having 
cleansed her by the washing of water with the word…6:1Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this 
is right. 2 “Honor your father and mother” (this is the first commandment with a promise), 3 “that it may 
go well with you and that you may live long in the land.” 4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, 
but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.
Who is building our house? If we desire the Lord to build our home and our family we must learn to love God’s instructions, to follow them in obedience, and to teach them. If we do not read and heed God’s instructions then all of our efforts, and there are many, to build a happy, healthy home will be useless. We will ultimately end up with a “tilted” family, off-line and unable to fulfill it s purpose. I believe we truthfully claim to biblically love our children and our spouse only if we delight in God’s instructions. Otherwise, we are not loving them biblically.

The second essential is that we pray and petition for God to actively work for us. God loves us to depend upon Him and one way we depend upon Him is through prayer. Prayer is the heart cry of dependence to the Lord. 

When God gave Kimberly and me our sons, He convicted me of my need to pray over them at night. He convicted me that I needed to lay my physical hands upon them as I prayed. I wanted this to be a communication to the Lord in which they were involved from the time they were babies and not yet able to understand what was happening. I would pray many things, but I would always conclude with a little line from the Old Testament,


Numbers 6:24 The Lord bless you and keep you; 25 the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious 
to you; 26 the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace.
There is nothing magical about those words. I just like them and they were a part of my prayer for my sons night after night. When Alexander was one year old, he loved this time of the evening when I would come in a pray for him and I believe children do love that time with their mothers and fathers. He would say, “Peace, Daddy. Peace.” What he was asking was for me to pray that prayer, the prayer that says, “May the Lord give you peace.” He loved to feel his father’s hands on his head or on his shoulders and to hear his father’s voice pray for peace. 
By God’s grace I realized it would not be my mentorship of my sons, it would not be my discipleship, it would not be my discipline, it would not be my instruction that changed the heart of my boys. God uses all of those and they are important as well and I am not minimizing those things, but it would not be those things that mechanically churned out a child who loved the Lord and lived a healthy and wholesome and worshipping life. What would do that would be God’s working and that alone would produce that kind of life and I needed to pray. I particularly cried out for my children’s salvation. A new life in Christ is the beginning of every spiritual blessing that God imparts. Without regeneration, without a new life in Christ, no blessing means anything. I would hold them dear to my heart and I would say, “Lord, rescue this boy from his own sin. Save this child.” 

I desired two things. First, I desired they would know they needed to be rescued from their own sin. Second, I desired they would know that God through Jesus would save them if they would turn their heart to Him. I prayed that God would do a miracle work. Today I know my greatest influence comes as I petition God on their behalf. How do we have the Lord build the house? We pray and petition God to actively work on our behalf.

The third essential is that we keep Christ and His Gospel central to the home. God does not build a worshipping home on the foundation of His Law. He builds a worshipping home and healthy hearts on the foundation of His Gospel. Without a transformed heart, without God’s life inside of us, we are unable understand and to obey God’s commandments. We need Christ to rescue us from our own feeble attempts to live life. We need Christ to strengthen us so that we can overcome the flesh and spiritual forces that fight against the kind of life that would glorify God and would bring us joy forever. No parent or child will read and heed God’s instruction nor pray to God in weakness apart from the Gospel. This is the ultimate foundation. The Gospel must renew us otherwise we will not read and heed Scripture or pray in God’s Spirit.
The truth is Christ is the only person or power that can liberate the family from the self-deception that hides from the truth of God, that liberates the family from self-devotion that spurns the love of God, that liberates the family from self-direction that resists the authority of God over our life. We need Christ and we need Him to be the center and the Gospel brings Him to the center. The Gospel transforms our mind so that we thing truly of God. It transforms our heart so that we love God sincerely. It transforms our will so that we obey God joyfully. Many parents mistakenly use the Law to attempt to bring transformation to the family, but that does not work because that is not what the Law was given for. The Law was given to us to lead us to Christ and to make us realize we cannot do this on our own. A Law-based family is a family that will endure frustration after frustration and the child’s mind will not be won by the persuasion of the Law. Our child’s heart will not drawn by the purity of the Law. Our child’s will will not be surrendered by proclamation of the Law. 
While the Law is good and our children need to know the Law because I believe it is important they know The Ten Commandments and all they mean, but they need to know more than the Law and they need to have in the center of the home the Gospel. Are our homes Law-centered, is there a lot of morality and many things we ought to do and ought to be or is it Gospel-centered, Christ-centered, where we have a vision for who Christ is and what He offers to us in Himself. 

The second truth that awakens us to the worth of children is: God alone protects a family,

1b Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in vain.
The word picture changes from a builder of a house to a city where there is a watchman looking out for the enemy who will come and attack. This verse tells us there is no way we can guard and protect our children from all of the dangers this broken world will bring to them unless the Lord is our Protector. God alone can protect our children.

These principles do not mean parents are to be passive or idle in the pursuit of building or protecting. We will see that God calls us to be very active, yet we are reminded that in our building and in our protecting we have a deep dependence upon the Lord. 

Children are going to face many, many dangers: physical dangers, emotional dangers, spiritual dangers and we are right to be alert to fight the wolves that will devour our children. We are right to work hard to protect our children against the pervasive sin of pornography. Every parent needs to be absolutely aware of all of the gateways by which pornography can enter into the heart of the child. 

We are right to protect our children against worldly philosophies in our schools and to know what our teachers are teaching our children.

We are right to guard them and protect them against ungodly friendships that would lead them away from Christ.

We are right to guard them from physical and emotional abuse and a myriad of other dangers. 

What is the problem being addressed? The problem is that we often attempt to guard our children through our own labors, independent of Him. The problem of our giving God sort of a nod, “Yes, we go to church and we pray before supper,” but we do not truly rest and rely upon God to bring about His building, protecting, and guarding. This is evidenced by the way we live and that we are trusting more and more in our self than we truly do in God. We cannot manufacture what we own and we cannot protect our children unless the Lord is doing the work.

Our building and our protecting actions are in vain when we engage them without the dependence upon God and without worship as our chief purpose. 

The third truth that awakens us to the worth of children is: God alone provides for a family,


2 It is in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, eating the bread of anxious toil; for he gives to his 
beloved sleep.

The person I am talking about is a person who is afraid and their fear is driving them to stay up late at night, get up early in the morning, provide and protect, to be able to build a home. There is a frenzy of activity because fear is driving this parent into an unhealthy and unbalanced life. There is no sleep for them because they are attempting to do this all on their own.
The Lord cannot build a house when fear dominates that house. If our motivation as parents is the motivation of fear, “I am afraid this is what is going to happen to my child,” the Lord cannot build the house when fear dominates. Why is that? It is because fear kills faith and faith connects us to God. God would have us build and protect and provide for our family not out of our fears but out of our faith in His loving provision.

Do we have any fears that drive our parenting: fears of our children’s future; fears of their success; fears of future relationships; fears of our children being hurt emotionally, physically, or spiritually? Of course we do. All of us have those fears, but the question is: How are we confronting them and are we confronting them with faith to overcome the fear, or are we allowing fear to dominate our heart and mind.

The picture is of a man feverishly working to bless his family with food and clothing and the necessities of life, but he works in fear without God and the confidence of God being in the center and providing for him. Jesus taught us the same principle in John 15,


4 “Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither 
can you, unless you abide in me. 5 I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in 
him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.”

That is what the writer of these first two verses of our text is saying. We need to abide in Christ and rest in Him because He is the One who supplies life. 

The fourth truth that awakens us to the worth of children is: God purposefully gives children to parents,


3 Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward.
Here Solomon gives to us something contrary to evolutionary theory and that is that children are not the fruit of healthy bodies of biology. They are not the result of “chance”. They are not the result of mechanical processes. Children are God’s specific gifts to parents who specifically enjoy a covenant marriage together and they are gifts to Jesus’ church, His spiritual family as well. 

Many today view children as liabilities and it is easy for us to do that and to see them more as burdens than as blessing, especially because they do require much work, attention, and priority. But, God tells us to keep in mind how valuable children are and continue to have the perspective His Word gives to us so we do not grumble and complain about the children, but we always see them as God’s reward to us. They are His gifts and they are precious. 

Allow me to discuss for a moment the painful problem of barrenness. Some may be in that circumstance and couples may not be able to have children for various reasons. The text does not say that not having children is a sign of God’s judgment or His discipline. That is not what the Bible teaches; it simply declares children are a blessing from the Lord. I realize as we read passages such as this some may feel a deep, searing pain over the ability of not having a child, just as Hannah had that kind of pain.
 I encourage those of you to do as Hannah did, go to the Lord and seek Him in prayer. It is interesting that Hannah found her peace before she was given a child, because it is the Lord who provides us peace. 

The application for this is for us to treasure children as God’s precious gifts. This simple biblical idea carries huge significance in the way we view children everywhere. To the world we see how Satan’s lie of the lack of value and worth of children produces all kinds of devastating consequences. The abortion rate alone in the United States of America reveals how deceived people are regarding children. 

Young adults, before you decide whether or not your should have children and how many children you should have as a young married couple, ask yourself this question: Do I consider children gifts from the Lord through whom God intends to bring glory to Himself, or do I view children as liabilities who rob me of a standard of living I deserve? I do not believe the Bible tells us how many children a couple should have. The Lord allowed us to have three and that is a full quiver for us, but I believe it is always right to consider those questions with a view that children are a reward, a gift, a value, and measurable from the Lord.
There are five ways to treasure children as God’s good gift. First, it is with our time. I urge parents to fight for quantity time with children. It is through the quantity of time that we are able to have quality time. 
Second, is with our love and encouragement, love and affection, and inspiration. I know children can be frustrating at times, but that is when we should depend upon the Lord to produce the fruit of the Spirit in our heart: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, and self-control. God is using our children to help to sanctify us.

I have often been tempted to over-teach my children. I have made that error many times and, hopefully, I have learned much wisdom. The over-teaching happens when I am really teaching out of my own frustrations because they are not being what I believe they should be and this is intersecting with my life in a frustrating way. Love and encouragement, affection and inspiration shows how we value.

Third, is with prayer. Blessed are the children who hear mom and dad plead for them before our Father in Heaven. 
Fourth, is instruction in the Gospel. They are creatures whom God has created to worship Him forever and ever and one day we will be bound together as a spiritual family. I will not be there father and Kimberly will not be their mother, but we will be joined together as brothers and sisters in Christ, worshipping Him around the Throne forever and ever. I want to prepare them for that day and it is the Gospel that does that.

Fifth, is with a covenant driven marriage. The greatest gift a parent can give to a child is to love your child’s mother and child’s father. We must grow in love with our spouse and fight for our marriage.

The fifth truth that awakens us to the worth of children is: God purposefully gives parents to children,


4 Like arrows in the hand of a warrior are the children of one's youth. 

Parents are a gift to children! God gives parents to children so that children can fulfill their design of worship unto the Lord. Children are not an end unto themselves. They are given to us for God’s express purpose, that they would worship Him. It is very important for us, as parents, to keep our eyes on this end goal. It is not a purpose that we can have children so that we can have fun with them. The purpose is that these children are given to us so that we will be a part of His shaping them so they would become worshippers of the Living God and give to Him glory. 
A very interesting analogy is used in the text, “Children are like arrows in the hand of the warrior.” How are they like this and how can that be true? There are three ways. First, a warrior shapes his arrows so that they are straight and can fly toward the target. 

We have manufactured arrows today that are very straight, but that was not true in Solomon’s time. Each warrior produced his own arrows. They would find a piece of wood, straight as nature would make it, and then they would begin to whittle, shape, and craft so the arrow would be able to be effective in the battle. Nature does not make straight arrows. We do not labor independently of God. When we work we work in faith and in dependence, but we work to shape our children so they are able to fly straight and true toward God’s purpose, worship, and glory. 

God Himself is at work doing the shaping and the sharpening, but He does not simply magically wave His hand over our children’s life and they become straight and sharp. What He does is He gives them to His instruments, parents, and says, “Here, I am entrusting this to you so that you will shape this arrow for the purpose I have designed for it to be in existence.” 

Every arrow begins as a bent stick and that is true of every child. No child is born into a family “straight”. A bent arrow is a useless arrow and that is why parents are given the call to put their hands on their children, to be very personal in this work, and to be about God’s business of shaping them and that is called discipleship in the Bible. We are to disciple them, teaching them God's Word and showing them how to live a life unto the Lord. That responsibility rests with the warrior who is given the raw materials.
Secondly, arrows in the hands of a warrior are instruments of war. The assumption is that parents are warriors going out and doing battle and our children come along with us and they become instruments to help God to have the right effect through our life. Our weapons in this spiritual war are spiritual and God will use children to be a part of that battle we as parents find our self engaged as a result of Jesus Christ ruling and reigning in our heart.

This means we can expect our children to engage in battle and we can expect our children to suffer as they are used by God in His battle. That is the hard part is it not? The purpose of an arrow is to be a part of the war. We prepare them for this war, not to be accepted by this world but to bring God’s Light into this dark world. Our children are arrows in the hands of a warrior. 

When we loose this sense of this identity as warriors we loose our zeal to shape them for that purpose. Sometimes we desire to keep our arrows in our quiver and we do not ever use them. We want to shape them and have a nice, straight arrow to look at but we do not ever want them to be used in the midst of battle. We want to keep them close and safe, but God is our Commanding Officer and He tells us when to shoot that arrow.

Sometimes He may use some of our children to be an arrow to be sent into a Muslim country, into an inner-city place, into difficult and hard places to endure poverty, persecution, ridicule. But, this is why God gives to us these children.

Third, arrows are sent to a far away place the warrior cannot go. Children are given to us by God and for God. He gives to us arrows for a purpose to be used for His glory. Arrows are never used for God’s glory until they are released. The purpose is not to have them in our quiver, but it is to send them to a place the warrior cannot go. 

Parents send their children to a place and time they cannot go.
I am fifty-one years old. Let us imagine God will be very gracious to me in this physical realm and He will allow me forty more years of physical life. That means, at best, I am personally able to influence this dark world until 2055. I cannot reach beyond that, but I can reach beyond that through arrows God has given to me. This is true of physical families and it is true of our spiritual investment of children in the church family. We can reach into a time and place we will never see and we do that through children. 
Those arrows God has given to me and to you may get out to the 22nd Century! Their children will likely get that far and their children’s children will likely get that far. The idea is that God has given to us a vision that we would shape and send our children for God’s glory and for His purpose. That is why Solomon finishes this song by saying, 


5 Blessed is the man who fills his quiver with them! He shall not be put to shame when he speaks with his 
enemies in the gate.
We cannot influence into our children enough, whether it is in the home or in the church, for the cause of Christ and for the worship of His name. Let us commit ourselves to loving God first with all of our heart and then loving children and seeing how valuable they are and what precious gifts they are to physical families and to spiritual families. All of us have opportunities to influence them for the glory of Jesus today and forever.
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