God's Plan for Parents

Ephesians 6:1-4

This morning we continue in our look at what the Word of God has to say about the family in our study in Ephesians. Today, we come to the responsibility of parents. Please turn in your Bible to Ephesians chapter 6 and verses 1-4.

Ephesians 6:1-4 (NIV)
1Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2”Honor your father and mother” - which is the first commandment with a promise - 3”that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.” 4Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.

Amazingly when the apostle Paul inspired by the Holy Spirit gives parenting instruction, it's just one sentence, one brief verse. Ephesians 6:4, “ Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.”

You have a negative and a positive. The negative, “do not exasperate your children” <do not provoke your children to anger>. This obviously means treat them with love, treat them in a way that affirms your affection to them so they don't become hostile. The positive, bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

What is parenting? Very simple, really, loving your children so that they're not angry with you and bringing them up to know the Lord. You might think there would be a whole book on parenting, or there might be a whole chapter on it, but there's just one verse because the task is so highly defined.

That instruction, “do not exasperate your children” must be understood. And the instruction, “To bring them up in the training <discipline> and instruction of the Lord,” must be understood as well. But how wonderful that the whole responsibility can be refined down to one statement.

In spite of the simplicity of the instruction, parents today appear to me to be somewhat frightened about the whole prospect. They are challenged by the times in which we live, the issues at hand. And some of them look at parenting as a frightening responsibility. And it is, to some degree, a serious and challenging task but not for the reasons that most people might suggest. If you just surveyed people about having children, they might tell you that they have some reluctance about having children because it's expensive. You have to have a bigger house and you have to get a bigger car or cars. You have to get a lot of extra clothes and food and you have to pay for all their medical needs and college. They might say, and it's also very time consuming. If you have any personal goals or personal desires, they just take a back seat to the demand of children. And children are highly demanding. And while we might think that that extremely demanding time is only in infancy, as they grow older we find the demands are not less but more and more complex.

I say that parenting is not difficult because it is expensive. It's not difficult because it's time consuming. It's not difficult because it's distracting from your personal agenda. It is really difficult because there are such heavy pressures from the society around us and heavier pressures from the nature of children within them. We have pressures from the outside and pressures from the inside. And until we understand that, we're not going to understand what parenting is really all about.

Now there are some issues the Bible doesn't talk about. It doesn't talk about common sense things. The Scripture doesn't really say much about that except, as I've pointed out to you in a prior message that you are to spank your child when your child does not obey the Word of God. So we told you earlier that your responsibility is to teach them the Word of God and hold them to the standard. And if they do not obey the Word of God and your authority as you apply it in their lives, you discipline them physically.

Children don't come into the world seeking God and righteousness. They come into the world seeking the fulfillment of their sinful desires. Listen, all that is required for the tragic harvest is that children be allowed to give expression to their most evil desires. We talk about mass murderers all the time, and they're always doing things about them on television. We talk about pedophiles, the horrible crime of molesting children, rapists, homosexual perversions, lifelong chronic criminal behavior and people are always asking the question, what happened to them when they were young? What did their parents do to them? They must have been in an abusive environment. They must have been in some kind of a situation where they were mistreated and maltreated. The question is always asked, what did their parents do to them?

Let me tell you something. Mass murderers, pedophiles, rapists, perverts, lifelong criminals are not the products of what their parents did to them, they're the products of what their parents didn't do to them. If you're running around trying to find some traumatic event in the life of a Jeffrey Dahmer(?) when he was a child, you might not find it. Now how do you explain a homosexual murdering cannibal? What did they do to him? That's not the question. The question is, what didn't they do to him? Cause the Bible says, “Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of righteousness will drive it from him.”
You see, the problem was they became what they were potentially at birth because they were never instructed and restrained. And even more, they were never converted.

Psalm 58:3 (NIV)
3Even from birth the wicked go astray; from the womb they are wayward and speak lies.
This is called total depravity, if you're looking for a theological category for that.

Psalm 51:5 (NIV)
5Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.
David doesn't mean that he was an illegitimate child, he wasn't. What he means is from his conception to his birth he was sinful. Understanding the total depravity of your children is the important foundation of all parenting. You can bring your children under control, but ultimately what you want to do is see them pass from darkness to light, right? You want to see their heart transformed so that instead of loving sin they love righteousness. Instead of wanting to give full expression to their evil desires, they want to give full expression to what is honoring to God. God has not given us holy, little angels to be delicately handled so that they don't go astray. They're not holy little angels to be delicately handled so they don't get corrupted. They are corrupt little sinners who have to be led to become saints.

If you have trouble with this, just recognize that your children are a miniature version of you.

Now the world recognizes this disaster. And what is the world going to do? Well, all the psychologists got together and they came up with a solution. And the solution is they lack self-esteem. Boy, does that work good from an economic standpoint. People will pay to come and have you tell them how wonderful they really are. You make a lot of money doing that. They say that the problem, you see, is they don't have a proper self-respect, they don't have a proper pride in themselves and they need to see themselves as good, noble, wonderful people. In fact, they need to love themselves.

And so, you take all of these young people and you say, “You just need to love yourself the way you are, you need to accept yourself the way you are and you need to just feel good about yourself the way you are.” And you just pour gas on the fire because all they want already is their own will and their own way, right? And you're just telling them they're justified in it.

So what is the answer? Back to Ephesians 6. The answer:

Ephesians 6:4 (NIV)
4Fathers <father and mother>, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.
And according to the Word of God, what is your job? Your job is to teach that little one the law of God and lead them to the knowledge of Jesus Christ, right? You are an evangelist in your home, first and foremost, you are an evangelist.

It's not what you do to your children that make them go astray, it's what you don't do. So what are you going to do? Remember that your children are ignorant of the gospel that saves. You have to tell them. You have to know that they are sinful and they lack a solid fear of the consequence of their sin. They don't have that. You can reinforce that by consequence that you bring to them when they break the law of God that you apply to them in your family. Your children are selfish and they are self-centered and proud. They crave worldly pleasure. They are frivolous and thoughtless about serious matters. They are influenced by the world around them and they are greatly affected by evil friends. They cannot understand the blessings of salvation. They cannot understand the joys of conversion unless they see them in your life.

So leading your little ones to God is a formidable task but it is a thrilling one. Should we streamline? Should we abbreviate the message when we teach children the gospel? There's no biblical reason to do that. You want to use terminology they can grasp. You want to be very clear and very patient in communicating the message. You don't want to drown them in a sea of verbal communication. You don't want to crush them under the weight of some heavy complicated argument.

But when the Scripture does speak of how you evangelize your children, and how you teach your children, the emphasis is on thoroughness.

Deuteronomy 6:6-9 (NIV)
6These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. 7Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. 8Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. 9Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.

Children cannot be saved until they're old enough to understand the gospel clearly and embrace it with genuine faith. But you start as soon as you can teaching them and God knows when that heart readiness has come. The age is different for every child and different in every circumstance. But the child needs to be mature enough to understand sin and righteousness, to understand repentance and faith, to understand punishment. They need to be old enough to understand the seriousness of their sin, the nature of God's holy standard. At what age? It varies from child to child. But at the beginning you just start teaching and teaching and teaching and as they develop that understanding, God will work His work when they reach the point of comprehension.

Let’s say you have a small child and this child want to please Mommy and Daddy but may not have a complete understanding of what is involved. I would say that every time your child takes a step toward God and say, “Well, Mom, Mommy or Daddy, I want to ask Jesus into my heart,” you affirm that. You affirm that. God knows when it blossoms into the real thing. You affirm every one of those steps until God works His work when they reach that point of comprehension.

Don't soften the part of the message that sounds unpleasant. Talk about hell and judgment, talk about the blood of Christ, talk about the cross, atonement for sins. Don't tone down the demand for commitment to Christ, surrender to His Lordship. They need to know all of that.

Now specifically, and I'm going to close with this, what do I tell them? What sort of sequential steps of information do I give them? I think this part is so important so you may want to request a tape of this message for your own copy.

1. Teach them about God's holiness. Teach them to fear God, that God is a holy God who cannot look upon iniquity, that God is without sin, without error, that God never does anything wrong, says anything wrong, or thinks anything wrong. God is perfectly holy. Start with that. Don't start with “God loves you and wants to be your friend.” Start with God's holy standard.

Leviticus 11:44-45 (NIV)
44I am the LORD your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy. Do not make yourselves unclean by any creature that moves about on the ground. 45I am the LORD who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.

Joshua 24:19-20 (NIV)
19Joshua said to the people, “You are not able to serve the LORD. He is a holy God; he is a jealous God. He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins. 20If you forsake the LORD and serve foreign gods, he will turn and bring disaster on you and make an end of you, after he has been good to you.”

1 Samuel 2:2 (NIV)
2“There is no one holy like the LORD; there is no one besides you; there is no Rock like our God.

1 Peter 1:16 (NIV)
16for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.”

Hebrews 12:14 (NIV)
14Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.

Matthew 5:48 (NIV)
48Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
2. Because God is holy, tell them God hates sin.

Exodus 20:5 (NIV)
5You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me,

Psalm 1:5 (NIV)
5Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous.

3. Next, show them their sin. Show them their sin so that they understand that they have fallen short of that divine standard. Tell them that the gospel is a remedy for sin, that the whole emphasis of the good news is it is a message of forgiveness to an otherwise doomed person who will perish forever in hell. Tell them that God will give them forgiveness. Show them that as you deal with them by setting standards, holding them to the standards by when they demonstrate sorrow and repentance, acting in forgiveness. 

You say, “How do you do that?” Well you can talk about specific sins, bad attitudes, words, lies, failure to do a duty that they were told to do, disrespect, dishonoring their parents. But beyond that, talk about the fact that anything and everything in their life, no matter how good they try to be, fall short of a perfect standard and so they are sinners to the core and in danger of hell. 

Tell them they're not alone, everybody's in the same situation so that they don't think that you're just treating them with some kind of ugly attitude that sets them apart in a world of nice people as those that aren't. Tell them that everybody's in the same situation. Tell them there was a time when you were in the same situation, too. That before you came to Jesus Christ and received forgiveness for your sins, you were in exactly the same situation they were in.

Mark 2:17 (NIV)
17On hearing this, Jesus said to them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
They have to know they're sinners but they also have to know that Jesus came to call them. And remind them that everybody's in the same boat.

Romans 3:10-18 (NIV)
10As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; 11there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. 12All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” 13“Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.” “The poison of vipers is on their lips.” 14“Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” 15“Their feet are swift to shed blood; 16ruin and misery mark their ways, 17and the way of peace they do not know.” 18“There is no fear of God before their eyes.”

Romans 3:23 (NIV)
23for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,

And now you've showed them their sin. You've told them that God hates that sin. You've told them that everybody's in the same situation.

4. Now tell them they can do nothing to earn their salvation. This is important. They can do nothing to earn their salvation. Tell them you're in a serious situation from which you have no ability to remove yourself. Your sins have offended God, you can't forgive yourself. He has to forgive you.

Isaiah 64:6 (NIV)
6All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up like a leaf, and like the wind our sins sweep us away.

Romans 3:20 (NIV)
20Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

Galatians 2:16 (NIV)
16know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified.
In other words, tell them they're sinners like everybody else and they cannot do anything to earn salvation, cause they're probably going to say, “Well I'm going to try to be better.” That won't do it. Remind them that they are in a helpless state, helpless, helpless. They cannot help themselves.

5. Instruct them about Christ and what He did. That's just obvious, tell them the good news. Tell the story of Jesus. Tell them that He is eternally God. Tell them that the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, that God took on a body and came into the world, that God is such a loving that He sought to save the very sinners that were alienated from Him. Yes, tell them Jesus is the eternal God, tell them Jesus is Lord of all.

Revelation 17:14 (NIV)
14They will make war against the Lamb, but the Lamb will overcome them because he is Lord of lords and King of kings—and with him will be his called, chosen and faithful followers.”

Philippians 2:9-11 (NIV)
9Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, 10that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Acts 10:36 (NIV)
36You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, telling the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all.

Philippians 2:6 (NIV)
6Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.

Hebrews 4:15 (NIV)
15For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. 

And then:

Hebrews 4:16 (NIV)
16Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.
1 Peter 2:22 (NIV)
22“He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.”

2 Corinthians 5:21 (NIV)
21God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.
Tell them that Jesus became the sacrifice for us, that He took God's wrath. Tell them that He shed His blood and died as an atonement for our sin. And on His death on the cross, or by His death on the cross, a way of salvation for sinners was provided. Explain to them that He died bearing our sins.
6. And then tell them about the resurrection.

Romans 4:25 (NIV)
25He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.
Tell them that He came alive from the grave to show that He had paid indeed for our sins and satisfied the justice of God, conquered sin, conquered death, conquered Satan. Tell them the story of Jesus. Not just the little stories about His parables or His encounters with men, tell them the main story.

7. Tell them what God asks them to do in response. And what is it? We all need a repentant faith. To repent and to trust Jesus as Lord and Savior.

Acts 17:30 (NIV)
30In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent.

Acts 26:20 (NIV)
20First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds.

Acts 16:31 (NIV)
31They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household.”

Isaiah 55:6 (NIV)
6Seek the LORD while he may be found; call on him while he is near.

You say, “How early do you do this?” Early. They'll respond positively if this is done in a loving environment. Just keep doing it, and keep doing it, only God knows when it becomes their faith and not just yours acceptable to them. Leading children to salvation is no different than leading adults, no different. Same gospel but the hearts of children are more tender, more eager, more responsive because they're not filled and cluttered with accumulated years of selfishness, worldliness and cultivated lusts. What a tremendous privilege you have to lead your little ones to Christ.

The greatest task you have is a steward of your children, is to work, to pray, to lead them to the knowledge of Christ. The issue in parenting is not controlling your children as an end in itself, but leading them to Christ. Then the Holy Spirit will transform them on the inside that works to neutralize the pressure of the world and the drives of depravity. They are subdued in the work of the Spirit in salvation.

Pray
Father, we thank You tonight for the responsibility and the hope that we have as we exercise that responsibility. You've told us, “Raise up a child in the way he should go and when he's old he won't depart from it.” We thank You for giving us these precious little lives. We thank You for making us Your children so we know what to tell them. O we think of parents, millions of them across the world, who can't lead their children to You because they don't know You. And, Lord, may we know it's not just what we say, it's who we are, that our character and the integrity of our lives in the godliness and virtue we demonstrate to those children either binds or succeeds the gospel we preach to them. O may we lovingly, tenderly, kindly, patiently with great forgiveness and understandingly lead our children to Christ. And may You raise up another generation to Your glory and the glory of Your Son in whose name we pray. Amen.
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