
 
 

My Sermon from last Sunday October 20, 2019, 19th after Pentecost  ~  “Personal Responsibility” 
 

Through the written word, and through the spoken word, 

may we know your living word, 

our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

Whenever I go up to a strange dog, I first put my hand out and let the dog sniff it.  I also keep an 

eye on their teeth.  If a dog is starting to get aggressive, they curl back their lips and show their 

teeth.  That means the dog is getting ready to snap.   

 

Now isn’t it interesting that when humans show their teeth, it is something positive and it is usually 

done in conjunction with smiling? 

 

Teeth.  I want you to be thinking about ‘teeth’ today.  

 

There are many jokes about teeth.  Here is one from a time when most elderly people had dentures 

. . .  Two octogenarians, a husband and wife, were sitting together on a porch swing.  The wife says 

to her husband, “There was a time when you would hold my hand.”  Her husband reached out to 

take her hand.  Then his wife said, “There was a time when you would kiss me on my cheek.”  He 

gently kissed her on her cheek.  Then she said, “And there was a time when you would nibble my 

ear.”  Her husband looked startled and then suddenly got up to leave the room.  His wife said, 

“What’s going on and where are you going?”  He replied, “I have to go get my teeth!” 

 

The Bible contains many mentions of teeth and usually these mentions of teeth are in association 

with pain, with anxiety, and with anger. 

 

In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus refers several 

times to God’s eternal punishment and 

when that happens, the doomed people 

will respond with “weeping and gnashing 

of teeth.”  ‘Gnashing’ means ‘grinding,’ 

and if people grind their teeth at night, 

that is often due to fear and to anxiety. 

 

Two of the major Old Testament prophets, Ezekiel and 

Jeremiah, refer to a proverb that was popular at the time 

(6th century BCE).  And yes, this proverb mentions teeth.  

Here is the proverb: 

  

“The parents eat sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are 

set on edge.”  (Ezekiel 18:2 and Jeremiah 31:29). 

 

This proverb was probably used by the Hebrew exiles in 

Babylon who were trying to remove themselves from 

responsibility for their unfortunate situation.  Both 

Ezekiel and Jeremiah were writing to the Hebrew exiles. 

 

The proverb is saying that the children suffer the consequences of their 

parents' actions.  This means that the problems of the exiles are not due to 

any of their own faults, but due to the sins of their ancestors.   



 

Both Jeremiah and Ezekiel hear the voice of God saying that this proverb no longer applies.  “They 

shall no longer say” this proverb (Jeremiah 31:29).  Both prophets are rejecting the proverb. 

 

Why does God reject this proverb?  After all we do know that there is meaning and truth in this 

proverb.  One generation’s sins can show up in the suffering of the next generation.  The reality is 

that we are very much the product of our upbringing and of our environment.  

 

For example, issues of anger, alcoholism, drug abuse, domestic violence, sexual abuse, lack of love, 

will of course have an impact on the next generation.  People can and do suffer the consequences 

of their parents’ sins, and it can have a trickle-down affect which touches more than one generation. 

We know that children who have been abused are more likely to become abusers themselves.   

 

We watched the Anglican Church of Canada film, The Doctrine of Discovery this week in the parish, 

and we know that the survivors of residential schools have passed on trauma to their children and 

subsequent generations. 

 

But the reason God, through his prophet Jeremiah, rejects this proverb, is because he is calling us to 

take personal responsibility for our sins.  We are called to take personal responsibility for our own 

actions, to recognize the times when we turn away from God, and not blame others for our 

mistakes or our current circumstances. 

 

Although we may be influenced by our past, the message of this passage is that we will not suffer 

for the sins of our parent’s wickedness. 

 

There is a distinct advantage to God’s rejection of this proverb.  It used to be believed that 

subsequent generations would be punished for the sins of the parents and grandparents.  If children 

were suffering bad health or misfortune or were born with genetic problems, it was because of the 

sins of the parents.  The punishment was inflicted upon the children. 

 

God is clearly rejecting this interpretation.  We are not responsible for the sins of our ancestors.  

There are no intergenerational curses. 

 

In this passage God calls us to take responsibility for our own actions and lives, and not to blame 

others for our mistakes.  God calls us to be responsible.  To bring our lives into the light of God, to 

examine what areas of our lives we need to turn over to God.  This is the law of love, the law that 

the prophet Jeremiah says that God will write upon the hearts of the people.  When laws are 

written upon our hearts, they are written with love and with grace. 

 

We get the strength to be personally responsible through turning to God.  In the words of Jesus 

in his teaching through the Parable of the Unjust Judge (Luke 18:1-8), Jesus speaks to us about 

the justice of God, how we can trust God to listen to us and to be with us.  God hears our 

yearnings and our passions and our cries and all our prayers.  God helps us and listens to us and 

answers our prayers.   

 

“The parents eat sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” 

 

‘No more,’ says the prophet Jeremiah.  No more intergenerational curses.  No more blaming our 

parents for our actions.  

 

All of us are responsible for our own sins and if we eat sour grapes, then our own teeth shall be set 

on edge. 



 

Through God’s love, we experience the new life, the redemptive power of Christ’s love that blesses 

us and transforms us.  We are no longer passive instruments who believe that nothing can change 

about our current situation.  We are now longer chained by our parents’ transgressions.  

 

We are Christ’s Ambassadors and we turn from eating sour grapes.  Our teeth will not gnash and 

will not be set on edge. 

 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

 

Archdeacon Deborah+  

 

 

 


