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Meaning of 
“Turning the hearts of the Fathers back to the Children”

In Luke 1:17

Immediate Context: Luke 1:16-17
"And he will turn many of the sons of Israel back to the Lord their God. "It is he who will go as a forerunner before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, TO TURN THE HEARTS OF THE FATHERS BACK TO THE CHILDREN, and the disobedient to the attitude of the righteous, so as to make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (NASB).
Here is a puzzling prophecy about John the Baptist: " And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord" (Luke 1:17). This prophecy may have in mind at least two Scriptures in Malachi (4:6 and 3:1). In Malachi 4:6 we read, "He will turn the hearts of the parents to their children, and the hearts of the children to their parents; or else I will come and strike the land with total destruction." The prophecy about John the Baptist just includes the first part - "to turn the hearts of the parents to their children." What might this mean? 

Most commentaries that I've seen just try to explain this from the perspective of the relationship of parents to children and children to their parents. Therefore, John the Baptist is heralding a message of the restoration of the family. Is this right? Then, why did Jesus say according to Matthew 10:34-36,

"Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to turn " 'a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law— your enemies will be the members of your own household.'”


This seems completely opposite to what is prophesied about John the Baptist, who comes to prepare the way for the Lord, to make a straight path for Him. 

Now, if we look at Luke 1:17 itself without giving in to the temptation to read into the text our desire to see "family harmony," we might gain a different insight. Right after the prophecy speaks of turning the hearts of the parents to their children, there is the expression "and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous." While most see two different groups here, perhaps we are meant to see them in parallel. 

Jesus associates "fathers" with disobedience and unbelief (cf. Luke 11:47-48). When Paul speaks about his Jewish ancestry in Romans 9-11, they were a "stiff-necked and disobedient" people. It is interesting to remember that God had judged all of the adults/parents coming out of the Exodus because of their disobedience, so that He struck them down in the wilderness; however, he preserved their children, to bring them into the Promised Land (cf. Deut 1;39). Of children Jesus says in Mark 10:14-15, 

"Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly I tell you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it."


Rather than speaking of familial relationships, could the prophecy of Malachi and the prophecy of John the Baptist be speaking of the nature of parents and the nature of children. The parents had a heart of disobedience and the children a heart of faith (i.e. because the wisdom of the righteous is "faith" [cf. Romans 1:17; Habakkuk 2:4]). And this is in keeping with Zechariah's, John the Baptist's father, prophetic word: "And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins" (Luke 1:76-77). What is this knowledge? It is the knowledge of salvation and forgiveness through faith (cf. Romans 10:1-4). 

Now, going back to Malachi, the prophet also writes, "and [he will turn] the hearts of the children to their parents." Although Luke does not record this part, we should still try to understand what is meant. Remember, Malachi specifically speaks of the prophet Elijah in Malachi 4:5. What do we know about Elijah? In perhaps his most famous event, the fire from heaven at Mt. Carmel against the prophets of Baal, Elijah prays,

"LORD, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, let it be known today that you are God in Israel and that I am your servant and have done all these things at your command. Answer me, LORD, answer me, so these people will know that you, LORD, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again" (1 Kings 18:36-37).

Here, Elijah was praying that God might turn the hearts of the children of Israel back to the faith of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel (i.e. Jacob), their forefathers. Could Malachi have had this in mind? The principle is the same: Turning from disobedience to faith. However, on this occasion the faith resides not in the children but in their forefathers. You may say, the text says "fathers" or "parents" and not "forefathers" or "ancestors." That's true of the translation, but if you look at the Hebrew, you will see that the word can be translated as one or the other, depending on the context. Perhaps the prophecy of John the Baptist left out this second part because it was redundant. And perhaps Luke does not include it because he writes to a Gentile, even Roman, audience with whom the link to "Abraham, Isaac and Jacob" would not resonate.

I did not mean for this to be an extensive commentary, but it has sort of become that. My primary intent was to show again the danger of reading contemporary ideas or presuppositions into the biblical text. I also wanted to show that if we just allow the Bible to explain itself, we can discover greater clarity, as here. Now, you can see how understanding the words "turning parents to children," when properly understood, shows how John the Baptist prepared the way for Jesus' ministry, which was a ministry of salvation by faith.
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