What God Says To The Family

Christian Parenting

An old Chinese proverb says this, “One generation plants the trees, and another gets the shade.” You and I are still living in the shade of some trees that were planted by our parents and grandparents and great-grandparents. We are shaded, to some degree, by their moral standards, their spiritual commitment, their value system, their sense of right and wrong, and their commitment to duty. We are shaded by what our parents and grandparents planted. 

The question that faces us today is what kind of trees are being planted today to shade the future generation from what may well be the blistering heat of an Antichrist dominated world. Are we planting anything or are we leaving our children totally exposed? It is obvious or should be to every one of us that our culture as to morals, values, ethics, duty, commitment is disintegrating. The very systems on which we base our life are complex, twisted and out of sync with God’s divine order. We allow in our country the massacring of millions of unborn children while at the same time sentencing people to jail for destroying the eggs of the eagle, which demonstrates to us that we don’t understand that man is made in the image of God, very different than any animal.

It is my understanding that there are more people in law schools today in America than all other graduate programs combined. It is unthinkable what the future holds in a society that is going to litigate itself to death without a moral standard by which to determine what is right. Are we going to be sentencing people to prison for killing birds and let them run free who kill children?

Where is our culture going? What kind of value system, what kind of morality, what kind of standard are we establishing to shade the next generation? Are we planting anything? Or are we leaving them totally exposed?

Pray
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.
Open your Bible to Ephesians, chapter 6. The key verse, really, here in the New Testament that gives to us God’s design for parenting, is verse 4. It simply says, “And you, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” It’s a tremendous statement in that verse. It, again, with an economy of words, covers a vast field. Books, articles, volumes - have been written on parenting. God has reduced it to one statement: “Do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” This is God’s pattern for parenting. 

As we begin, I want us to remember something - it’s very important at the very outset: as God’s redeemed people, we are called to be unique. We are called to be different. We are called to be distinct. We are called to be separate from the world. In fact, the whole epistle of Ephesians points to the reality that we are not to live as the rest of the world lives. We live in light, not darkness. We live in wisdom, not foolishness. We are to walk in the Spirit, not the flesh. We are unique, then, because we have knowledge of God, we have the Word of God, we have the Spirit of God, and God has called us to live in unique and distinctive ways. 

In fact, that extends even to our relationships in the family. We don’t conduct relationships in the family the way unregenerate people do, the way the world does, we have a completely different plan and pattern.

Leviticus 18:3-4 (NIV)

3You must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used to live, and you must not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their practices. 4You must obey my laws and be careful to follow my decrees. I am the LORD your God.

In other words, you’re different. You don’t do the way the world does. You don’t conduct your lives or your relationships the way the world does.

Leviticus 18:24 through Leviticus 18:30 (NIV)

28And if you defile the land, it will vomit you out as it vomited out the nations that were before you. 29“‘Everyone who does any of these detestable things—such persons must be cut off from their people. 30Keep my requirements and do not follow any of the detestable customs that were practiced before you came and do not defile yourselves with them. I am the LORD your God.’”
We have a call from God to be different; a call to distinctiveness. God has maintained this desire for His people through all time. 

We are separate. The standards, the principles, the statutes, the commandments, by which we conduct our lives before God, in the family, and before the world, are unique. We are separate. We are to follow principles that are not, in any sense, assisted by human wisdom. Nor are they refined or defined by human wisdom. We are not to succumb to the pressure of the world. We are not to listen to the world’s diagnoses of what might be wrong with people or marriages or families and we are to turn to the Word of God. He’s still saying, “Do it My way.”

And, as far as the parenting role is concerned, that too is summed up magnificently in that verse I just read and herein lies God’s pattern. It doesn’t sound anything like modern psychology. It doesn’t sound like the things that we have been told about childhood education, about how to raise a child. It doesn’t sound anything like what the world is currently saying and it shouldn’t because it is divine. This is not the message of secular psychology, this is not the message of conventional wisdom, this is not the message of political correctness. This is the Word of God.

Now, the standard that is established here is not only unique in our society, but it was unique in Paul’s as well. For example, just to illustrate what was going on in the world in which the apostle Paul wrote this. There was a Roman law called “patria potestas,” literally means ‘the father’s power’, and under “patria potestas,” a Roman father had absolute power over his family. The view of leadership in the gentile world was one of dictatorship.

For example, a father could sell his children as slaves; a father could make them work in the fields in “chains.” He could take the law into his own hands to punish his children and he could even, by Roman law, execute his own children. For as long as the father lived, there was no age limit; there was no limit to the extent of his control.

So, Paul was writing to a world where children were abused and children were murdered, just like our world, where they are slaughtered, largely, before they can ever come out of the womb, by the millions, through abortion. But, 1.5 million children annually - probably a lot more than that - who are allowed to be born, are consequently beaten, burned, and abused by their parents, to the degree that they have to be removed from their families. Two thousand of such die - killed by their parents though burning, drowning, being thrown out windows, off bridges, killed with knives, hammers, razor-blades, you name it. Our world today is not a lot different than that ancient world.

Somewhere between thirty thousand and fifty thousand children a year are used for pornography. A third of all children born wind up in foster homes because they’re unwanted. Millions are left at home alone to be raised by the television while their mothers go to work. We have the sickening massacre of children in abortions. We have hostility towards children, not only in ancient times, but also today as well.

Against that background of ancient Roman society and the background in which we live today, we hear the words of Paul, in Ephesians 6:4: Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord. The term “fathers,” <patera> is normally used for the male head of the family, but sometimes used to speak of “parents.”

It is so translated, for example, in Hebrews 11:23, it says, By faith Moses’ parents <patera> hid him for three months after he was born… And certainly, the mother is involved with the father - we can extend it here to include her here in Ephesians 6:4. Proverbs 4:3 shows this dual role.

Proverbs 4:3 (NIV)

3When I was a boy in my father’s house, still tender, and an only child of my mother,


Proverbs 1:8 (NIV)

8Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching.

It is clear in the Scriptures that both parents are involved under the headship of the husband, in the bringing up of the child. 

Both parents must be involved in this wonderful privilege, this wonderful opportunity. And as we look at the thing itself, that is indicated here in the verse, you’ll notice there’s a negative and then a positive in terms of the instruction and we want to consider both. 

The negative is this, “Fathers, do not exasperate <provoke, infuriate, embitter, make them mad> your children.” That’s how the Word of God sums up what you don’t want to do. You don’t want to make your children mad. You don’t want to make them angry. You don’t want to make them hostile or bitter. You don’t want them to turn against you and all that you hold dear.

Colossians 3:21 (NIV)

21Fathers, do not embitter your children, <and then Paul adds> or they will become discouraged.

You don’t want to destroy them. “Exasperate or Provoke,” in Ephesian 6:4, is used only here and in Romans 10:19, that term and it means “to irritate.” It’s an intense form of “to make angry.” Don’t do that which angers your children. Don’t do that which irritates them, provokes them, infuriates them, exasperates them, or embitters them.

You can turn your child into a tragic child and it may not be because of what you do to them, it most likely will be because of what you don’t do to them and for them. How can you provoke your child into tragedy? How can you provoke your child into anger? How can you get a bitter, sullen, anti-social delinquent?

Here are some easy steps:

But, let me give you my own list here of how to provoke a child to wrath. I’m going to give you this list rather rapidly so stick with it.

1. Over-protection. Fence them in; never trust them; don’t give them the opportunity to develop independence, and deprivation will instill an angry mood. Parents must give children room to express themselves, to discover their world, to try a new adventure, gradually releasing them to live independently. Let the rope out. Over-protection frustrates and angers a child. You have to be very careful about that or they become exasperated.

2. You can do it by favoritism. Isaac favored Esau over Jacob - Rebecca favored Jacob over Esau, and the sad results are well known. Don’t compare them against each other. They’re each unique. Love them the same without special regard for each. Do not be a respecter of persons. If a child feels that you love another in that family more, that is a very, very frustrating experience.

3. You can cause a child to become angry by setting unrealistic achievement goals. Some parents, literally, crush their children with pressure. Pressure to excel in school, pressure to excel in sports, in music, in any activity they do. And it really has little to do with the child and everything to do with the reputation that the parent wants.

4. You can frustrate your child to anger by over-indulgence. By giving them everything they want; by picking up after them always; by allowing them to throw all responsibility and accountability on others. You can exasperate them by letting them sin and get away with it so they learn to do that successfully.

5. You can provoke your children to anger by failing to sacrifice for them. In other words, by making the child feel like he’s constantly an intrusion into your life, constantly an interruption, always a bother, you want to do what you want to do. You and your husband want to go where you want to go - you just farm these kids out somewhere. Leave them. Let somebody else take care of them. You’re not about to change your lifestyle - you’re going to do what you want to do.

6. You can fail to allow for some growing up. Let them goof up a little. Let them make mistakes. So they knocked something over at the table - laugh it off! They get don’t quite have the manual dexterity yet, or the coordination. Let them share some of their ridiculous ideas. Let them plan some silly things to do and do them. Just expect progress, not perfection.

7. You can provoke your children to anger by neglect. If there’s any biblical illustration of this, it’s probably David and Absalom. David spent no time with him, no time shaping him, and Absalom ultimately hated his father with a passion. He tried to pull a coup to dethrone his father and take his place. And the worse kind of neglect is the lack of consistent discipline. Teach them, discipline them, consistently using the rod in love.

8. You can provoke your children to anger by abusive words. You understand that a little child has a very limited vocabulary and you have a very comprehensive one. Verbal abuse is a terrible thing. A barrage of well-chosen words from your adult vocabulary can cut that little heart to shreds. Frankly, we say things to our children, we would never say to anybody else. 

9. You can provoke your children to anger with physical abuse. An angry child is often a beaten, abused, overzealously punished child usually from an angry, vengeful parent who only cares that he has been inconvenienced or irritated - not that the child needs correction for his own good. 

Well, these are some very simple, practical things. Don’t do these things!

Turn to the positive with me. “Instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” Bring them up, train them or they won’t get there themselves. You’ve got to bring them up. They’re not going to get there by themselves. You have to “bring them up.”

Proverbs 29:15 (NIV)

15 … A child left to himself disgraces his mother.

It is not what parents do to children so much - although, obviously if they do things that are abusive and painful it has effects - but, it is what parents do not do that exasperates children - the lack of discipline, the lack of love, the lack of care. You must “bring them up.” This is a call to raise your children, to focus on it.

Now, let me give you some practical instruction at this point. How do you do this? How do bring your child up? What is the real key to this challenging work? I’m going to give you the key. 

Turn in your Bible to Proverbs 4:23 and here we are really going to get to the issue. This, insight here, tells us what is wrong with all of your children and all of mine. It’s the same problem.

Proverbs 4:23 (NIV)

23Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.

Now, what you have here is a clear-cut, divinely inspired statement that the issues of life come out of the heart. All the matters of life proceed from the heart.

Mark 7:21-23 (NIV)

21For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. 23All these evils come from inside and make a man ‘unclean.’”
Luke 6:45 (NIV)

45The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks.

Now, what you want to recognize with your child is this: you have a heart problem. You’re not dealing with behavioral issues; you’re dealing with the heart. In fact, let me go beyond that and say behavior is not the crucial issue. Changing your child’s behavior is not the crucial issue. In fact, a change in behavior without a change in heart is nothing but hypocrisy. It is a sham, because the sin and the rebellion is still there and it is only delayed as to its expression. All behavior, all conduct is linked to some heart condition - some heart attitude. Parents, listen, your task as parents is to set yourself to the heart of the child.

As I told you last time in our study on parenting several months ago, help the child understand that he or she has a very sinful heart and that it is that inner corruption that rises to cause all evil words, thoughts, and deeds. Parenting must target the heart; it cannot target the behavior or it is shallow and superficial. We must let the child know that something has to happen to change their heart. This will lead the child to salvation and sanctification. The world’s smallest battlefield is the child’s heart and the conquering of it calls for all out hand-to-hand combat. Your child’s heart is a battlefield where sin and righteousness are in conflict. The problem with your child is not a lack of maturity. The problem with your child is not a lack of experience or a lack of understanding but the problem with your child is a wicked heart. 

Now, listen to this, no one outgrows depravity. Nobody. So, the goal of parenting is to “bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” The goal of parenting is not control. It is not to make them polite and respectful. It is not even to cause them to conduct themselves in a morally acceptable manner. It is not to make them obedient. It is not to give you, as a parent, something to be proud of. The goal of parenting is not to get them to perform for your approval. The goal of parenting is salvation and sanctification. The goal of parenting is to see your child saved from sin and its eternal wages and then to follow the path of sanctification with the training and instruction of the Lord.
Let me take you to a passage in the Old Testament that will further define this heart-centered instruction. In Deuteronomy, chapter 6, you have a very important formula given here for the raising of children. Deuteronomy 6, is really a chapter instructing parents. Down in verse 7, it talks about teaching them diligently to your sons. This is all about family instruction, a very, very important chapter. Now, as you bring them up and as you teach them and as you instruct them, what do you teach them? 

Let’s start at the beginning, verse 4:

1. The first thing you teach them in this section, 4Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. The first thing you teach them is to recognize the true God and that He is sovereign. To recognize God, the one God, the Lord who is one. That’s the first thing: teach them about God.
2. Teach them to love God. 5Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. That’s the second essential in bringing them up.

3. Teach them about God. 6These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. 7Impress them on your children. Teach them about God. Teach them to love God with all their heart and soul and might and teach them to obey God, all his commands.

4. Teach them to follow your example. 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. In other words, show your children that at all times in your life, all experiences in your life, on the tip of your tongue always, is the Word of the Living God. Let them see that your life is dominated by divine truth.

5. Let them see all of life as a classroom in the Scriptures. 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. Take every occasion in life as an opportunity to teach, every experience in life as an opportunity to point them to heaven. Everything that happens to them is a path back to Scripture. Jesus was the absolute Master at drawing spiritual reality from the world around him - from water, from fig trees, from mustard seeds, from birds, and bread, and grapes, and pearls, and wheat, and tares, and cups, and platters, and nets, and dinners, and vineyards, and foxes, and men, and women, and light, and dark, everything that happened in life opened up a window on divine reality. Everything in life is a classroom to draw them back to God.

6. They must be reminded repeatedly about these truths. Remind them about the true God, about loving God, about obeying God, and about following your example. How do you do it? 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.  All of that - simply ways to say keep the reminder going all the time, constantly, constantly, at all times. Have it, as it were, at the front of your mind.

7. Teach them to be wary of the world around them. 10When the LORD your God brings you into the land he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to give you - a land with large, flourishing cities you did not build, <In other words, they’re going to take over a very advanced civilization already in place> 11houses filled with all kinds of good things you did not provide, wells you did not dig, and vineyards and olive groves you did not plant—then when you eat and are satisfied, 12be careful that you do not forget the LORD, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. Warn your children that when they get out in the world and they begin to see all that’s there and they begin to touch, and taste, and explore, and sense, and experience, that they not forget God. Constantly remind them of those things that are precious to them and to you and teach them to be wary of the world.

With that in mind, we go back to Ephesians 6 and we’ll draw this to a conclusion. In Ephesians chapter 6, a couple of key words, the first one, instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord, the first word training is the Greek verb meaning “to rear a child.” It involves training, instruction and learning. It is used also in Hebrews 12, in verses 5-11 of “chastening” or “disciplining.” Here’s what it really can be summed up to mean: enforced conformity of the heart and the life to God and His truth. How do you enforce it? By punishments and rewards. Bring them up, train them, raise them with chastening, and discipline, and training, and instruction, and learning, and enforced conformity of heart and life to God and the principles of His Word. 

The word “instruction”, ”Bring them up in the admonition or instruction.” This word has the idea of warning in it and it takes us back to what we’ve been saying before. We have to warn our children that there are not only, obviously, physical consequences in the family of their behavior, but there are much more serious consequences from God. “Training,” the word “training” or “discipline” may refer to what is done to the child in terms of discipline. But the word “instruction” refers to what is said to the child, it’s verbal instruction with a view to judgment. In other words, you must do this because if you do that, here are the consequences. 

The task is formidable my friends, and the truth of the matter is only God can change the heart. The goal is not to modify their behavior; the goal is for God to change the heart! To lead your child to Christ and then when your child acknowledges Christ, to lead that child to sanctification by discipline and instruction.

Spend your time helping your child to understand that only God can change the heart. Spend your time disciplining that child to conform to God’s law. But more than that, to love God with all his or her heart and soul and mind. 

And that’s really it. I don’t think the behavior are the issue. What is the issue is the heart and whether that little life can be taught to love God and understand that only God can change his or her heart. That’s the path of parenting - that’s the path it has to take and it’s heart-work and it’s a battlefield. It takes not only instruction and discipline but also utterly consistent example on your part. 

Pray
Father, thank you for a wonderful time tonight to think through these things which are familiar to us and yet need to be rehearsed again and again as we face that daily responsibility of leading our little ones to the knowledge of Jesus Christ and to you. Help us to be faithful for His glory. Amen.
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