Sour Grapes and Teeth Set On Edge

Ezek 18:1-4 The word of the LORD came to me: 2 "What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, 'The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge'? 3 As I live, declares the Lord GOD, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. 4 Behold, all souls are mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is mine: the soul who sins shall die. ESV

Jer 31:29-30 In those days they shall no longer say: "'The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge.' 30 But everyone shall die for his own sin. Each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

It was a proverb, a common saying with a point.  It apparently was repeated quite often in Israel in the time of Jeremiah and Ezekiel’s ministries.  It is not all that difficult a saying to comprehend, but it has been lost in modern times.  The saying, mentioned in both our texts, is:

'The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge'

Although we do not use this exact phrase today, the imagery is not that hard to grasp.  It was an adaptation from the Ten Commandments when God said:

Ex 20:4-5 "You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 5 You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, ESV

Israel had taken that phrase of God “visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generation” and turned it into a ditty:  “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”  In other words, the fathers have eaten something sour and the effects of what the fathers partook of have made their way into their children’s mouths.  For teeth to be “set on edge” means to grimace with clenched teeth as if you had just tasted something extremely vile.  Sort of like the face that my daughter makes when we give her a lemon or the faces that we used to make biting into a green persimmon.  And Israel’s saying was “the fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”  In other words, the judgments and the bad things happening in our lives is not our fault, but is the result of our father’s sins and our parents’ problems.  

We may not quote this phrase exactly like this in modern times, but this same principle is often on the lips of people today as an excuse for why they act as they do.  “I’m this way because my father was this way.”  “I cannot change this because of my genealogical record.”  “I’m this way because of my parents.”  “This is how I was made, therefore it’s just who I am.”  “I’m a – fill in the blank here with your last name – and that’s just the way we are.”  They are saying in effect, “the fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”  It is an excuse we often hear today.  

This Easter will mark the seventh year anniversary of my wife and I being elected as the pastor of Medina Valley Christian Worship.  We now have some great services and tremendous memories behind us, but an even brighter future in front of us!  We have only seen but a foreshadowing of what God will do in the next coming years.

I am a firm believer that God sends a man to a particular area and speaks through that man of God.  And God will always give a man of God a message that is pertinent to the issues most commonly faced in that area.  God will always give His chosen preacher a Word to combat the biggest area of enemy strongholds in that particular region.  Every area is different and each area of the world has a particular and unique trait of sin that is more prevalent than most.  For a man of God to be successful in an area, he must confront those enemy strongholds directly and forcefully with the Word of God.  This is still God’s plan to bring success:  if you want to take the Promised Land, then you first hit Jericho, the strongest city and you hit it hard and do not stop until its walls are flat.  And such is the key in spiritual victory in a geographical location:  hit the enemy’s strongpoint and utterly destroy that and you will be successful in the war!  

And so as I look back over six years of ministry here in Medina County, I have noticed a very common theme that I tend to return to time and again.  I have preached some wild messages and covered a zillion topics.  But throughout the zany and offbeat, there has been a theme that the Holy Ghost has drawn me back to time and time again.  It slips into a lot of sermons and you may have noticed this fact.  And that is the theme of overcoming generational curses.  I log my sermons to ensure that I throughout my preaching that I do not leave any subject out and that I cover the entire Bible.  And more than any other subject, I have preached on this particular subject of our text.    

The revelation hit me like a lightening bolt this week as I was pondering this trend.  It must be that one of the greatest evil strongholds in this area is the bondage of a sinful family tradition and thinking that your genealogical past has to be your genealogical future.  Obviously, God knew that there would be many who would sit under my ministry who were caught in the trap of history repeating itself and sons and daughters living in the same lifestyle and sins of their mothers and fathers and passing it on to the grandchildren.  The revival that God has wants to knock down that Jericho in this county!  And so, since there may be still some of the wall standing, let us march around it one more time!  Let me preach to you once again of sour grapes of the fathers and clenched teeth of the children.  There is no pretty sermon today, but rather surgery, letting the Word of God be that two-edged sword and piercing down to the heart and soul of the issues of your life!    

_______________________________________________________________________  

We will look at this proverb in two ways, and the Word of God will cut twice:  first we will view the proverb out of the context of the scriptural passages of our text, in a general sense, and then the second swipe of the Word of God will come by dealing with the proverb in the context that Jeremiah and Ezekiel mentioned it.

First notice:

Without God involved, this proverb is often true.

I say often, because there may be exceptions out there.  But if we take God out of the equation and just look at human nature, we must admit that children often pick up the cycle that their parents and grandparents hand to them.  Like a dog circling around before laying down, people often just act as they were taught to act by the adults in their early life.  We are creatures of habit and we even have a modern proverb that says, “those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”  Those who do not heed the warnings of the past will find themselves in the same cycle.  In the famous song “Cat in the Cradle” we find this proverb expounded and set to music and the son ends up treating his father just as he was treated as a child and undoubtedly became just like him.

There is a great truth in that as far as human nature is concerned.  Alcoholics tend to produce alcoholics.  Drug addicts tend to reproduce drug addicts.  Those who cannot cope well with life and are given to depression and melancholy, often see the same traits in their children.  Those who are given to anger, tend to have children that are given to anger.  Those who are spendthrifts and who blow money unwisely, generally raise children with the same tendencies.  There is no denying the influence that parents have on their children and the very basic responses to life are often ingrained in an early age.  I do not have to linger long here because you know the truth of what I am saying.

Even life itself tends to repeat itself.  Solomon said that “there is nothing new under the sun” that life goes in cycles.  My wife and I were sitting at dinner this week and Ajadiana was over beating on the door, because she wanted to go to the church and I looked at my wife and said, “she loves going to church.”  And my wife said, “I used to be the same way” and both of us came to the startling revelation that both of us as young children were in a minister’s home and our parents lived right next to the church and we all loved to go to the house of God.  In a strange sort of way, history repeats itself.  

And so, in some ways, this tendency of life to repeat itself in a subsequent generation can be a good thing.  I hope my little girl grows up with the same love of going to the house of God that was placed in my life by my parents.  But in the matter of sin, this cycle is often a negative trait.  The habit of lifestyle – what a person tends without God involved to do – is largely learned from the parents, and so in a sense that they do the same things that their parents did, children tend to often reap just as their parents did.  In this sense there is some truth to the proverb of old:  “the fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”  

Notice also that the fact that this proverb exists testifies to another truth and that is that:

Fathers have a tremendous impact upon their children.

I understand that it may be that by “fathers” in the Hebrew that both parents are implied.  But we cannot deny that fathers have more of an impact on their children’s actions and lives than they tend to care to admit. Too often, men use the excuse, “raising children is a woman’s job” and to some extent it is true that mothers have a vital and irreplaceable role in raising children.  But the truth is that along the way the children pay careful attention to the actions of the man.  And the father’s lifestyle, habits, recreational tendencies, and spiritual priorities are permanently recorded in the psyche of children.  

This is the time of year that I get excited and start paying close attention to baseball.  I am a baseball fan.  My wife could care less.  And I was laying in bed the other night, reading a book on baseball because it is spring and the time to think about baseball and my wife said, “I guess the reason that I don’t give a rip about sports is because my dad didn’t give a rip, huh!?”  And we began to talk about it.  My father-in-law’s dad was a drunk and abusive alcoholic who had absolutely no time for his children and his family.  I, on the other hand, still remember my father giving me my first baseball glove and how that every evening for several weeks, after he got home from work, he would sit for several hours and shoe me how to work mink oil into the glove to get it soft in the right spots and how to tighten the laces and store it with a ball in the pocket so that it was shaped right.  And then there was many a time that he would say, “let’s go play catch” and he would teach me to throw and to hit a target and to bat and when football season came along, he would teach me to hold the ball and to throw it and to stiff arm the tackler and spin away from the shoulder that I stiff armed.  My dad taught these things to me.  My father gave me my first set of golf clubs and he and I took lessons together.  He did all of this because his father spent virtually every night of the summer back in the 40s and 50s listening to Stan Musial and the Cardinals on the AM dial.  And so in this time of the year, I had Ajadiana throwing me a baseball the other day.  History is repeating itself.  The genealogical tendencies have been passed down and continue.  

This is not meant to be a father’s day sermon, but the truth is that God is looking for some men to realize more fully the role that you play in your kid’s lives.  You may not spend every waking minute with the children throughout the day, but, oh, they notice you more than you realize.  And so let me give my dad credit where credit is due:  he taught me the importance of a soft and well-shaped baseball glove and how to throw it and how to get in front of the ball and keep the glove down, but he also taught me the importance of going to church and how to worship God and how to pray.  He taught these things to me by example.  When he got home from working in the oil fields all day, he would hurriedly grab something to eat and jump in the shower and we would rush to the church so that he could pray before service time.  And when that service started, he did not just sit there like a bump on a dill pickle, but he responded and sought God and praised!  And whatever the preacher preached from the Word of God, I never questioned whether or not we were going to do it, because when we got home, dad was going to make sure that we lived the Word of God everyday.  He wasn’t perfect, but he by example ingrained some things within me that the devil and life has yet to get out of me!  

I thank God for the women and since Jesus’ time they have been a vital and important cog in the kingdom of God.  But the kingdom of God is not just for females.  God is searching for some men to be the priests of their home.  To lead by example their children to fall in love with Jesus Christ.  To teach by example how to worship.  To live godly day in and day out and show the next generation how to serve God.  It does no good to tell your child to go to church, you need to take them to church.  It does not good for you to tell them to live right, they need you to show them!  Men, God is looking for some of you who will be strong enough to be men of righteousness!  Any spineless wimp can go to hell and hell will be full of such people.  But it takes a real man to say as Joshua did, “as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord!”  If we had more fathers eating good grapes, we would have a lot more children with a sweet taste in their mouth!  The remedy for sour grapes and teeth set on edge is for the fathers to stand up and serve the Lord!  

________________________________________________________________________     

And so let the sword of the Word of God swing the second time and let us view the proverb in context.  And we must immediately realize that God took great offence at the proverb.  God said that the proverb in the way Israel was using it was not true.  Listen to Him thunder from Jeremiah’s lips:

Jer 31:29-30 In those days they shall no longer say: "'The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge.' 30 But everyone shall die for his own sin. Each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge. ESV

There is coming a day, God says, that this proverb will become false.  And about the same time in history, through Ezekiel’s mouthpiece God spoke:

Ezek 18:1-4 The word of the LORD came to me: 2 "What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, 'The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge'? 3 As I live, declares the Lord GOD, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. 4 Behold, all souls are mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is mine: the soul who sins shall die. ESV

What do you mean using this proverb?  God said, this offends me and this proverb will no longer be used in Israel!  And then with the anointing of God upon his mind, Ezekiel spends the entire 18th chapter refuting this proverb.  

What is the deal?  Was not this proverb based upon something that God had said?  Yes, but God took issue with how Israel was using it.  Both Jeremiah and Ezekiel prophesied in a time of great judgment and hardship in Israel.  Jeremiah prophesied throughout the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem where all the treasures were carried away and the temple leveled because of Israel’s sin.  Ezekiel never prophesied in Israel, but preached from the banks of a Babylonian river where the Israelites were in captivity because of their sin.  And through both of them God thundered against this proverb because they were saying, “this calamity and judgment that is coming upon us is not our own fault, but is simply God paying us back for the sins of our fathers.”  And God responded with great passion:  “what do you mean repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel?”  

He goes on in the 18th chapter of Ezekiel to give a case where a man is righteous and obeys the commandments of the Lord and yet fathers a son who is violent and sinful. God says that the father will live – meaning eternally – and the son will die and pay the price for his sins.  And then God says:

Ezek 18:14 "Now suppose this man fathers a son who sees all the sins that his father has done; he sees, and does not do likewise: ESV

God goes on to say that his son will live and be blessed because he did that what was right.  And God concludes the thought with:

Ezek 18:31-32 Cast away from you all the transgressions that you have committed, and make yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel? 32 For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Lord GOD; so turn, and live." ESV

And Jeremiah in similar turn says the Word of God in a new proverb:

Jer 31:30 But everyone shall die for his own sin. Each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge. ESV

In other words, Israel, you are reaping judgment because of your very own sins and it has little to do with what your fathers did.  If you would have obeyed God’s Word and turned from sin and sought to please God, then you would have reaped the blessing and mercy of God, but because you ate sour grapes yourself, that is why your teeth is set on edge!  

And so we learn from God that:

With God involved in your life, this proverb should be false!  

It is a lie from the pits of hell that you are bound to have your teeth set on edge because of the sins of your parents and grandparents.  There can be a change in your genealogical cycle.  You don’t have to be an alcoholic.  You don’t have to struggle all your life with pornography.  You don’t have to live your life in godlessness.  You don’t have to live the remainder of your days bound by depression and listlessness.  Because if you get God involved, God makes this proverb false!  He took great offence not because the Babylonians or the Canaanites used this proverb but because it was said “of Israel.”  The people of God were using this.  And God took offence at that and thundered through the prophets and said, “it is not so!”  

By all rights I should be an alcoholic.  They are looking for the “alcoholic gene” and that is silly – there is no such thing.  My father was an alcoholic from the age of twelve up.  His father was an alcoholic.  His grandfather – my great-granddaddy – was an alcoholic.  That means that if the proverb were true, I should be an alcoholic.  And God should be letting me live with teeth clenched as a result of their sour grapes.  

But the truth of the matter is that I have never drunk a drop of alcohol in my life.  And the truth of the matter is that my daddy never drank in my lifetime.  He never even touched a bottle.  I never came home to an abusive dad beating my mother because of the effects of that stuff.  Not one dime of my father’s paycheck was ever spent on it.  But that was the sour grapes that they partook of.  True, but God got involved in my daddy’s life!  What made the difference?  My father got the Holy Ghost long before I was ever born.  He was baptized in the name of Jesus and had all of that stuff washed away!  He submitted to a man of God who taught him the Word of God and all of that genealogical curses got washed away!  It got covered by something so thick that not even life could pull it back up – I’m talking about the cleansing, powerful flow of the blood of Jesus.  My dad sold out to Jesus and the apostolic lifestyle and thus broke some things in his life!  

You have to go even further back than that to show how great God is!  Because I was adopted at birth.  And so my “father” is not my biological dad.  My biological dad was a drunk, and so was my biological mother.  Neither of them ever lived for God.  None of my biological siblings, it turns out, have ever lived for God, either.  So by every right and by every scope and by every scientific study, I ought to be a raving drunk far from God.  But, oh, the power of the cross!  Oh, the power of the truth of who Jesus Christ is!  Oh the power of the preached Word of God and of receiving the Holy Spirit and learning to live by Biblical principles!  Because through His Spirit and His Word and His ministers, God changed my daddy and my mother!  And I have never had my teeth set on edge because of their sins!  God broke a cycle!  Through the obedience of one man, a long, long line of generational curses was snapped!  

Most of you have heard the testimony of my father-in-law.  By all rights, he should have been an abusive, resentful, angry, drunk just as his father did to him.  But oh, the power of the Holy Spirit and of the truth of God’s Word coming into your life!  Instead, he snapped a curse of genealogies!  Instead, he preaches God’s word and produced children that got the Holy Spirit at a young age and whose teeth were never set on edge by all of that history!  With God, the curse is not inevitable!  With God involved, the sour grapes don’t have to permeate the tastes of the child!  With God involved, the cycle of sin was destroyed and a new cycle – that of living for God wholeheartedly – was begun!  

And so I am preaching to you a great truth:  

Somewhere you have to turn from sour grapes of your parents and stop using that for an excuse!

“The fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge”  No, God says rather, “You have eaten sour grapes and therefore your teeth are set on edge.”  God says, “that proverb is no longer true with me involved.  You are reaping what you have sown in your own life.”  To say, “I’m this way because this is the way our family has always been” is a very lame excuse in the presence of an All-Powerful God as we have!  God says, “stop saying that!”  The truth is that you have reaped what your fathers reaped because you have chosen to act like your fathers acted.  But it can stop!  God can break that cycle!  

Somewhere you have to be willing to stop using your past as a crutch and start realizing that your present actions have more to do with your future than your past does.  The past will only affect your future if you choose in the present to live in the past – did you catch that?  The only way your past can affect your future is if you believe the lie of the devil that it is inevitable for it be that way.  And with the voice and authority of God I thunder to you with Ezekiel and Jeremiah:  it doesn’t have to be that way!  

Jeremiah prophesied of a new day coming.  He prophesied of a new era coming soon.  He said, “in those days” things will be different.  “In those days” coming, they will no longer use this proverb.  “In those days,” there will be deliverance available that is greater than genealogical curses.  

Do you not realize that the day spoken of by Jeremiah to come is that of the one in which we now live?  He was talking about a time when the Messiah would come!  He was talking about a time when the era would be changed from the laws of Moses to one of grace and mercy.  He was talking about a Calvary that would change the spiritual landscape of mankind forever.  He was talking about an era where the very Spirit of God would come and make its home in the bodies of men and women.  He was talking about now, when he said, “in that day” they won’t use this proverb anymore!  

I’ve got good news for you:  this proverb has been overturned!  You are not bound to your past.  You are not doomed to inevitably repeat the failure of your parents or to walk the paths that your forefathers walked.  Because there is a God who has the power to break such things!  I go back to Matthew chapter 1 and the genealogies of Christ yet once again in this pulpit:  Tamar prostitutes herself after Judah does not obey the Word of God concerning his youngest son.  Rahab is a prostitute in Jericho for most of her life.  Ruth is raised by idolatrous parents in Moab for most of her life.  Bathsheba and David commit adultery and murder to cover it up.  Solomon fails miserably at being the wisest man on earth and only at the end of his life manages to get back right with God.  His son, Rehoboam listens foolishly to the false council of his young friends and splits the kingdom.  Read through the list of those men and women in that long chapter and if you were to look, you would find that they all have one glaring common characteristic:  they were all sinners and all fell short of the glory of God and some of them failed and sinned horribly in great ways.  

And then scan to the bottom of that list and the corresponding one in Luke and you find a young girl, Mary, the daughter of Heli and a man named Joseph who was espoused to her.  An angel appears and speaks wondrous possibilities and promises.  Mary say, “let it be unto me as you have spoken” and she acts and believes and receives the Word of God and lets the Holy Ghost do its work.  Joseph has doubts but when the angel gives him instructions, he goes and “did as the angel of the Lord had commanded him.”  Two people at the end of a long genealogical of failure and strife and sin choose to obey the Word of God and let the Holy Ghost work in their life and the result is a miracle:  Jesus Christ comes into their lives!  

It matters not what your genealogy says before you.  It matters not what your fathers and forefathers did or whether or not they chewed on the sour grapes of sin.  What matters is what you do right now with the opportunity that you have been given!  If you  choose to turn to sour grapes, your teeth will be set on edge, but not because of what came before you, but because of your own decision.  But if you choose to taste and see that the Lord is good, you will find that He is sweeter than the honey in the honeycomb!  He is great and greatly to be praised!  And you will find that He is able to break the supposed cycle of sin!  Let your genealogy end with Jesus Christ and it doesn’t matter all of that stuff that came before!  End with Jesus and you will have gotten to where you needed to be!  And there will be only a sweet taste in your mouth!  

________________________________________________________________________             

I close this message by giving an altar call to three distinct classes of people under the sound of my voice.  The first altar call goes out to those who are living for God and yet are struggling because you have believed the lie of Satan that either your issues and hardships are all a result of your past or you are believing that cruel lie that your children that are unsaved are living a life with their teeth spiritually set on edge because of your sins.  There needs to be a deliverance from such condemnation, today.  That is not from God.  The devil may quote this proverb to you, but God says, with me involved, and if you are talking about my people, it is not so!  This proverb is not true.  Some of you need to stop beating yourself up because you have believed this lie.  If it seems the cycle of sin is repeating itself in your kids then you need to realize that it is solely because your kids have chosen to continue that cycle.  God says:

Jer 31:30 But everyone shall die for his own sin. Each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge. ESV

You need to pray for them to be saved and do everything you can to reach them, but you will never be a faithful witness and ambassador for God as long as you are beating yourself up with the stones of self-condemnation.  God had a season in your life where He began to deal with you.  You responded.  You cannot change how or what you lived as before coming to Him.  Stop beating yourself up.  It is not your sour grapes that has caused them to reap judgment.  If they are reaping judgment it is because of their own personal decisions.  My first altar call is to you who have believed this lie.  

The second altar call is for another group of people to join them and that is those of you who have been using this proverb as an excuse.  There are some of you who it is time for the cycle of sin to stop and you need to obey God’s Word and repent and turn from your sin and stop saying that it is inevitable that you are as you are.  It is only inevitable as long as you believe the lie of Satan.  God says it is not so.  You need to come and sell out to Jesus Christ and let the Holy Ghost do its work.  This altar call is for those who have believed the lie of this proverb and used it as an excuse not to change.  You need to let God change you.

And the third altar call today is to those of you who have broken the cycle of sin in your life by allowing the Holy Ghost and the Word of God to do its work and you want to make sure that the cycle stays broken and that the proverb remains untrue.  You want to ensure that your family sees a new trend and new cycle.  You want to stay on this narrow path that you have found.  You are welcome to come and join us in seeking God’s help. 

That should be everybody!  Let us come and seek God’s face and help!  He is here to dispose of sour grapes and teeth set on edge.  He is here to level the formidable walls of genealogical curses and cycles of sin!  Let God be God in your life today!      

