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Introduction

Ambassadors

Your house is noisy and not as clean as you’d like it to be, you and
your husband haven’t been out together for a long time, the laun-
dry has piled up once again, you just discovered there’s nothing to
pack for lunch, you’ve just broken up another fight, the schedule for
the week looks impossible, you seem to have more expenses than
money, none of the people around seem to be satisfied, and you feel
exhausted and unappreciated.

In the middle of all the endless parenting activities, many parents
get lost. They are doing lots of things, lots of good things, but they
don’t know why. They’ve been swallowed up into the daily grind of
parenting, but they’ve lost sight of what it is that they’re working
for or building toward. They don’t understand why these ones that
they love have the power to pull such irritation and frustration out
of them. The menial tasks that they have to do day after day get re-
duced to an endless catalog of unattractive duties that don’t seem to
have any overarching vision that holds them all together and sancti-
fies them with meaning and purpose.

As I've traveled the world talking about parenting, I’'ve had thou-
sands of exhausted parents ask me for more effective strategies for

this or that, when what they really need is a big picture parenting
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worldview that can explain, guide, and motivate all the things that
God calls them to do as parents. If you are going not only to cope,
but to thrive with vision and joy as a parent, you need more than the
next book that gives you seven steps to solving whatever. You need
God’s helicopter view of what he’s called you to do. You need a big
gospel parenting worldview that will not only make sense of your
task, but will change the way you approach it.

Yes, you did read it right. I am deeply persuaded that what is
missing in most Christian parent’s parenting are the big grand per-
spectives and principles of the gospel of Jesus Christ. These perspec-
tives and principles are radical and counterintuitive. They’re simply
not natural for us, but they’re essential to being what you’re sup-
posed to be and doing what you’re supposed to do as a parent. When
you parent with what the gospel says about God, you, your world,
your children, and God’s grace, you not only approach parenting in
brand-new ways, but you carry the burden of parenting in a very
different way.

I have to be honest here. I wrote a parenting book (Age of Op-
portunity), and I told myself and repeatedly told others that I was
not about to write another one, yet here I am doing just that. Why?
Because as I listened to people tell me how they had used Age in
the lives of their teenagers, I became increasingly uncomfortable. I
kept thinking, “No, that’s not exactly it,” or “No, that’s not what I
meant,” or “No, there’s something missing.” It took a while, but it
finally hit me that what bothered me in these conversations and what
was missing in these parents was the gospel that was the foundation
behind everything that I wrote. So with the publisher’s encourage-
ment, [ decided to write a parenting book, but not the typical kind.
This will not be a book of practical strategies for dealing with chil-
dren at the various ages of their development. This book will not
provide practical steps for dealing with the kinds of things every par-
ent faces. This book is meant to be a reorienting book. It is meant to
give you a new way of thinking about and responding to everything
that will be on your plate as a parent. This book is meant to give
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you vision, motivation, renewed strength, and the rest of heart that
every parent needs. It is written to give you the big gospel picture of
the task to which your Savior has called you.

Lost in the Middle of Your Own Parenting Story

The big picture starts with knowing who you are as a parent. I don’t
mean your name, address, and Social Security number. I mean who
you are in relation to who God is, to what life is about, and to who
your children are. If you don’t have this “who you are” perspective
right, you will miss the essence of what God has called you to, and
you will do things that no parent should do.

I am afraid that parenting confusion and dysfunction often begin
with parents having an ownership view of parenting. It is seldom
expressed and often unconscious, but it operates on this perspective
of parenting: “These children belong to me, so I can parent them
in the way I see fit.” Now, no parent actually says that, but it tends
to be the perspective that most of us fall into. In the press of over-
whelming responsibilities and a frenetic schedule, we lose sight of
what parenting is really about. We look at our children as belonging
to us, and we end up doing things that are short-sighted, not help-
ful in the long-run, more reactive than goal-oriented, and outside of
God’s great, big, wise plan.

Ownership parenting is not overtly selfish, abusive, or destruc-
tive; it involves a subtle shift in thinking and motivation that puts us
on a trajectory that leads our parenting far away from God’s design.
This shift is subtle because it takes place in little, mundane moments
of family life—moments that seem so small and insignificant that
the people in the middle of them are unaware of the movement that
has taken place. But the shifts are significant precisely because they
do take place in insignificant little moments, because those little
moments are the addresses where our parenting lives. Very little of
our parenting takes place in grand significant moments that have
stopped us in our tracks and commanded our full attention; parent-
ing takes place on the fly when we’re not really paying attention and
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are greeted with things that we did not know we were going to be
dealing with that day. It’s the repeated cycle of little unplanned mo-
ments that is the soul-shaping workroom of parenting.

Ouwnership parenting is motivated and shaped by what parents
want for their children and from their children. It is driven by a
vision of what we want our children to be and what we want our
children to give us in return. (I’ll say more about this later). It seems
right, it feels right, and it does many good things, but it is founda-
tionally misguided and misdirected and will not produce what God
intends in the lives that he has entrusted to our care. There, I’ve said
it! Good parenting, which does what God intends it to do, begins
with this radical and humbling recognition that our children don’t
actually belong to us. Rather, every child in every home, everywhere
on the globe, belongs to the One who created him or her. Children
are God’s possession (see Ps. 127:3) for his purpose. That means that
his plan for parents is that we would be his agents in the lives of these
ones that have been formed into his image and entrusted to our care.

The word that the Bible uses for this intermediary position is
ambassador. It really is the perfect word for what God has called
parents to be and to do. The only thing an ambassador does, if he’s
interested in keeping his job, is to faithfully represent the message,
methods, and character of the leader who has sent him. He is not free
to think, speak, or act independently. Everything he does, every deci-
sion he makes, and every interaction he has must be shaped by this
one question: “What is the will and plan of the one who sent me?”
The ambassador does not represent his own interest, his own per-
spective, or his own power. He does everything as an ambassador, or
he has forgotten who he is and he will not be in his position for long.

Parenting is ambassadorial work from beginning to end. It is not
to be shaped and directed by personal interest, personal need, or
cultural perspectives. Every parent everywhere is called to recognize
that they have been put on earth at a particular time and in a particu-
lar location to do one thing in the lives of their children. What is that
one thing? It is God’s will. Here’s what this means at street level: par-
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enting is not first about what we want for our children or from our
children, but about what God in grace has planned to do through us
in our children. To lose sight of this is to end up with a relationship
with our children that at the foundational level is neither Christian
nor true parenting because it has become more about our will and
our way than about the will and way of our Sovereign Savior King.

[ want to say right here and now that I am very bad at what I am
now writing about. I like sovereignty, I like ownership, and I like
having my will done on earth as God’s will is done in heaven! I often
treated my four children (who are now grown) as if they were my
possessions. I often suffered from ambassadorial schizophrenia—at
moments losing my mind, taking my parenting into my own hands,
and doing things that I shouldn’t have done. I was often a very poor
example of joyful submission to God’s law. I was often a very poor
representative of God’s grace. I was often more propelled by fear
than I was by faith. I often wanted short-term gain more than I
wanted long-term transformation. There were moments when I for-
got who I was, lost my mind, and did things that really didn’t make
any sense, or at least weren’t very helpful.

I am going to ask you right now to be honest and admit that
you’re like me. You too lose your way and forget who you are in
the middle of the endless, repetitive tasks of parenting the children
entrusted to your care. There are moments when you too lose your
mind. There are times when what you’re saying and doing just isn’t
helpful and definitely not ambassadorial.

You just sat down fifteen minutes ago after giving your five-times-
a-day lecture on loving your neighbor and are feeling momentarily
good about how it went; now you’re back in the family room with
your iPad. Before you have a chance to hit the button for your favor-
ite magazine app, you hear angry voices floating down the hallway
from the very room you were just in. You can’t believe it! You’re
tired, and it feels personal. You want to throw your iPad through
the window, but you know doing so would break both. You wish
the insanity would stop so you could enjoy just one sane personal
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moment. You don’t regret that you have children, but at this point
you kinda wish they weren’t your children. You’re angry, and you’re
about to lose your mind, forgetting who you are and what you’ve
been called to do. Emotion is propelling you down the hallway, and
that emotion is not love. An agenda is motivating you, and that
agenda is not grace. You are in the room and yelling before you
even realize you have left your family room chair. You’re talking,
but you’re not thinking. You’re reacting, but what you’re doing is
not parenting. You’re meting out a catalog of punishments, which
you’re later going to have to enforce. You threaten worse if you have
to come down that hallway again. You leave the room mumbling
something about how you would have never thought of acting that
way when you were their age. You throw yourself into the chair,
grab your iPad, and open the app, but you’re not paying attention
because your emotions are raging. “What do I have to do to get them
to listen, to get them to obey for once?” you ask yourself as your
emotions calm. You feel a bit guilty, and because you do, you try to
convince yourself that your kids deserved it.

Who of us hasn’t been there? What parent can look back on the
days, weeks, months, and years that he had with his children with
no regret whatsoever? It is so important to humbly recognize how
counterintuitive ambassadorial parenting is and to seek the rescue
and the power to remember that only God in his amazing grace can
provide. Sin makes us all more natural owners than ambassadors.
Sin makes us all more demanding than patient. Sin causes all of us to
find punishment more natural than grace. Sin makes all of us more
able to see and be distressed by the sin, weakness, and failure of
others than we are about our own. Sin makes it easier for us to talk
at other people rather than listening to them. Here’s what all of this
means: the thing that constantly gets in the way of our ambassado-
rial calling as parents is us! Humbly confessing this is the first step

in your ambassadorship.
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Owner or Ambassador?

Perhaps you’re thinking at this point, “Paul, I don’t think I treat
my children like they’re my possessions. I think I try to serve God
in the lives of my children, but ’'m not sure.” Well, I want to help
you. Maybe the place to begin is to observe that few parents con-
duct themselves like total owners or complete ambassadors. I think
for most of us ownership parenting and ambassadorial parenting
represent a daily battle that is fought on the turf of our hearts. We
are constantly torn between what we want and what God wants.
We are constantly pulled one way by what we think is best and the
other way by what God says is best. We at one moment are way too
influenced by the values of the surrounding culture and at another
moment are very serious in our conviction that a biblical way of
thinking must shape our parenting. Sometimes we just want our chil-
dren to behave so our lives could be easier, while at other moments
we accept the fact that parenting is spiritual warfare.

It is helpful to think through, at a practical level, the difference
between ownership and ambassadorial parenting. I therefore distin-
guish between these two models of parenting in four areas that every
parent somehow, in some way, deals with: identity, work, success,
and reputation. The way you think about and interact with these
four things will expose and define who you think you are as a parent
and what you think your job is in raising your children.

1. Identity: Where you look to find your sense of who you are.

Owner: Owner parents tend to look to get their identity, mean-
ing, purpose, and inner sense of well-being from their children. Their
children tend to be saddled with the unbearable burden of their
parents’ sense of self-worth. I have to say this: parenting is a mis-
erable place to look for your identity, if for no other reason than
the fact that every parent parents sinners. Children come into the
world with significant brokenness inside of them that causes them to
push against the authority, wisdom, and guidance of their parents.
Parents who are looking to their children for identity tend to take
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their children’s failures personally, as if they were done against them
intentionally, and respond to their children with personal hurt and
anger. But the reality is that God simply does not give you children
in order for you to feel that your life is worthwhile.

Ambassador: Parents who approach parenting as representatives
come to it with a deep sense of identity and are motivated by mean-
ing and purpose. They don’t need to get that from their children
because they have gotten it from the One whom they represent: the
Lord Jesus Christ. Because of this they are freed from coming to their
children hoping that they will get from them what no child is able to
give. They are freed from asking family life to give them life because
they have found life and their hearts are at rest. Because of this, they
are now freed to forget themselves and parent with the selflessness
and sacrifice that ambassadorial parenting requires.

2. Work: What you define as the work you have been called to do.

Owner: Owner parents think that their job is to turn their chil-
dren into something. They have a vision of what they want their
children to be, and they think that their work as parents is to use
their authority, time, money, and energy to form their children into
what they have conceived that they should be. I have counseled many
children who were breaking under the burden of the constant pres-
sure of parents who had a concrete vision and were determined that
these children would be what these parents had decided they would
be. Owner parents tend to think that they have the power and per-
sonal resources to mold their children into the children they envision.

Ambassador: Parents who really do understand that they are
never anything more than representatives of someone greater, wiser,
more powerful, and more gracious than they are know that their
daily work is not to turn their children into anything. They have come
to understand that they have no power whatsoever to change their
children and that without God’s wisdom they wouldn’t even know
what is best for their children. They know that what they have been

called to be are instruments in the hands of One who is gloriously
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wise and is the giver of the grace that has the power to rescue and
transform the children who have been entrusted to their care. They
are not motivated by a vision of what they want their children to be,

but by the potential of what grace could cause their children to be.

3. Success: What you define success to be.

Ouwner: These parents tend to be working toward a specific cata-
log of indicators in the lives of their children that would tell them
that they have been successful parents. Things like academic perfor-
mance, athletic achievement, musical ability, and social likability be-
come the horizontal markers of how well they have done their jobs.
Now these things are not unimportant, but they simply are unable
to measure successful parenting. Good parents don’t always produce
good kids, and parents should constantly be asking themselves where
they get the set of values that tell them whether they have “good”
kids or not. I am afraid that many good parents live with long-term
feelings of failure because their children have not turned out the way
they hoped.

Ambassador: These parents have faced the scary truth that they
have no power at all to produce anything in their children. Because
of this they haven’t attached their definition of successful parent-
ing to a catalog of horizontal outcomes. Successful parenting is not
first about what you’ve produced; rather, it’s first about what you
have done. Let me say it this way: successful parenting is not about
achieving goals (that you have no power to produce) but about being
a usable and faithful tool in the hands of the One who alone is able

to produce good things in your children.

4. Reputation: What tells people who you are and what you’re
about.

Owner: Owner parents unwittingly turn their children into their
trophies. They tend to want to be able to parade their children in
public to the applause of the people around them. This is why so

many parents struggle with the crazy, zany phases that their children
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go through as they are growing up. They’re not so much concerned
about what that craziness says about their children, but what it says
about them. Children in these homes feel both the burden of carrying
their parents’ reputation and the sting of their disappointment and
embarrassment. Owner parents tend to be angry and disappointed
with their children, not first because they’ve broken God’s law, but
because whatever they have done has brought hassle and embarrass-
ment to them.

Ambassador: These parents have come to understand that par-
enting sinners will expose them to public misunderstanding and
embarrassment somehow, someway. They have come to accept the
humbling messiness of the job God has called them to do. And they
understand that if their children grow and mature in life and godli-
ness, they become not so much their trophies, but trophies of the
Savior that they have sought to serve. For them, it’s God who does
the work and God who gets the glory; they are just gratified that they
were able to be the tools that God used.

Are you ready to chuck the burden of being an owner and begin
to experience what parenting looks like when you know that you
have been called to represent the message, methods, and character of
the Owner of your kids? Are you ready to be freed from the burden
of trying to create change, and to experience the rest to be found in
functioning as a tool of the One whose grace alone has the power to
change? Then this book is for you. It is meant to yank you out of the
daily grind and to consider the big picture of what God is inviting
you to be part of as he works in the hearts and lives of your children.
It is meant to help you see how radically different parenting becomes
when you quit trying to produce change and become a willing tool
of the grace that rescues, forgives, and changes. Each chapter will
introduce and explain a parenting principle that takes that grace seri-
ously. Many of you are exhausted, discouraged, and frustrated. How
about considering a new and better way: the way of grace?
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Principle: Nothing is more important in your life than

being one of God’s tools to form a human soul.

You’re frustrated because for some reason on this particular Tues-
day night your two-year-old daughter has decided that she will not,
under any circumstance, pressure, or threat, eat her peas. You’re
not asking her to eat poison; they’re peas—silly little, round, green
vegetal orbs! What in the world is in her mind right now? Why do
these little tasks have to be so hard?

You can’t believe it—another note from his teacher. This is the
fifth note in three weeks, and he’s only in kindergarten! For some
reason he won’t stop talking in class during the moments when he’s
not supposed to be talking. He talks when the teacher talks. He talks
when other students are trying to talk. He talks with his mouth full
during lunchtime. He talks his way through his nap time. He talks
when you’re trying to talk to him about talking too much! And you
thought that finally sending him to school would simplify your life.
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It’s been one of those days. You’re convinced it’s a sibling con-
spiracy against you. It feels as if your children have plotted together
to make this day particularly difficult. It feels as if it’s you against
The Legion of Rebellious Ones. You’ve lost your patience too many
times. You’ve said and done embarrassing things. You raised your
voice and made ominous threats, but nothing has seemed to help.
You’ve lost control of your own house and, silently and with a bit
of guilt, you wish for the simple days of before.

You’ve just had one of the best conversations you’ve ever had as a
parent; it’s hard to imagine that an eleven-year-old could be so deep,
so philosophical. You were caught off guard; you had no idea that in
this passing moment time would stop and profound considerations
would be on the table. You didn’t feel very prepared; you stumbled
over your words. You hoped what you said was helpful, understand-
able, and wise. You hope the way you said things would open up
more conversations. You just wish an alarm would have gone off,
telling you that things were about to get very serious.

She seems embarrassed by you. It really does hurt. She used to run
into your arms for comfort and love. She loved to hold your hand as
she skipped her way through the mall. She would dress up in your
clothes and pretend to be you. She’d get on a stool in the kitchen and
“help” you cook dinner. She would run to you with that great big
smile when she won the ribbon at gymnastics. Now she wants you
to drop her off at the mall and asks you please not to come in. She
doesn’t really want you to pick her up from school and when you
do, she wants you to park down the street. She doesn’t bring many
friends home and when she does, they hide in her room out of sight
and separate from you. You want her to run up to you and bury her
head in your chest and say, “I love you. Mommy,” like she used to,
but you don’t think she will.

You’ve taken them to a movie; it’s the one thing you all enjoy

doing as a family. It was billed as a fun family comedy, but it’s been
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filled with sexual innuendo from beginning to end. You didn’t catch
the last part of the movie because your mind had wandered away
thinking of what you should say, how you should handle what your
children were exposed to. How much did they understand? If you
talk to them, will you just be opening a can of worms? Is it time to
have a very frank talk about sex? Are you ready? Are they ready?
How will you do it? When will you do it? You wish you had a script
to follow.

As you carry the final bit of his stuff up to his dorm room, you
tell yourself that he’s a good kid, but you really wonder if he’s ready.
You look at him, and you don’t see a university student; you see a
leaky-nosed, scuffed-kneed six-year-old begging to spend the night
with a friend. He did okay in high school; no drugs, sex, or jail time.
He was determined to go away to college, somewhere new, some-
where different from home. You worry that his dorm has double the
students that were in his high school. The girls walking around the
hallways of his coed dorm make you uncomfortable. You want to
grab him, throw him and his pile of stuff into the car, and get out of
there as fast as you can before you lose him completely. He tells you
not to worry, that he will be okay, but it doesn’t help. You pray with
him before you leave, but you’re still a wreck. You ask him to call
later, but you don’t think he will.

She finished college. She’s come back home while she looks for
a job. You thought that your parenting days were over, but they’re
clearly not. The state of her room, her choice of friends, and the
way she spends her time make you wonder if she is ready to be a
full-fledged adult. You have mixed emotions. You loved having your
house and your time back again, but you missed being a mom. Now
she’s back and it’s different. You know she still needs you, that she’ll
need guidance as she makes her launch, but you’re not sure she real-
izes it. Every night you try to go to bed and sleep at the normal time,

but you never really get to sleep until you hear the door and know
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she’s home safe. You’re tired of being a parent and thankful that she’s

home, all at the same time.

You’re haunted by regret. You don’t want to be, but you are; not
about anything big, but about all those little moments of failure.
You remember the little promises you made that you got too busy
to keep. The moments when you yelled when you should have been
listening. You remember how hard it was to have children and be
fair and how often you failed. You remember falling asleep at recitals
and hope they never knew. You remember making ridiculous threats
and hope they don’t remember as well as you do. You remember that
time you stopped the van, made them all get out, and told them that
you wouldn’t let them back in until they could get along with one
another. You remember that it was easier to announce the law than

to give grace. You’d like to be free of regret, but you’re not.

What is everything I just described about? What unifies all these
parental scenarios? They are all about a calling—one of the most sig-
nificant callings that could ever be laid in the lap of a human being.
If you would stop and think about its full ramifications, it would
make you run away unless it had already made you too weak in
the knees. In a way it’s insane for anyone to actually think that they
could take this on. You’d have to be delusional to think that you’re
actually prepared. It has the quality of standing before a 747 and
telling yourself that you could pick it up if you wanted to. It seems
that this could possibly be the one mistake of an otherwise perfect
God. Is it really true that God asks parents to be his agents-on-hand
for the forming of a human soul? Really? Let’s consider the enormity

of God’s plan and what it means for you as parents.

Parents as Treasure Hunters
Here’s what you need to understand: everything you do and say in
your life, every choice that you make, and everything you decide

to invest in is a reflection of a system of internalized values in your
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heart. As beings made in God’s likeness, we do not function by in-
stinct. Rather, we are value-motivated human beings. Your words,
your time commitments, your finances, your emotional highs and
lows, your relationships, and your spiritual habits together form a
portrait of what is really valuable to you. Think with me for a mo-
ment; if I were to watch with you the video of your last two months,
what would I conclude is of true value to you? Or, if I were to watch
the last few months of you parenting your kids, what would I say
about the level of importance given to this foundational task that
God has assigned to you?

I write in What Did You Expect? that when we talk about val-
ues, no passage is more helpful than Matthew 6:19-34. (Why don’t
you stop and read it right now?) In this passage Jesus uses the word
treasure to capture the fact that we all live in pursuit of what we’ve
named as important. We are all alike in the fact that we all get up
every morning and dig down into the soil of our lives to find some
kind of treasure. And the way we speak and behave is our attempt to
get out of our lives and relationships the things that are important to
us. Now, this is hard to accept, but it needs to be said: parenting is
either a thing of the highest treasure to you, and that is demonstrated
in your choices, words, and actions every day, or it’s not.

So it’s humbling but helpful to admit that on this side of our final
home, many, many things in our lives as parents compete for a place
in the treasure center of our hearts. For example, we live in a world
of beautiful physical things, either created by God or crafted by man
out of what God created. These physical things play to the quest for
beauty that God built inside us, but they can command a place in
our hearts that God never intended. And if the pleasure of physical
possessions becomes too important for you, it will create all kinds
of dysfunction in tasks that God has called you to as a parent. For
example, parents who are too controlled by possessions (houses,
cars, lawns, furniture, artwork, etc.) tend to be so busy acquiring,
maintaining, financing, and protecting their possessions that they
have way too little time to invest in their children in the way God
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intended. Or parents who love possessions too much tend to be so
uptight about protecting their possessions that they unwittingly turn
their home into an uncomfortable furniture and craft museum that
their children are now tasked to live in. It’s possible for a mom to
be more worried about stains on her couch than the soul of her son,
or for a dad to be more focused on the shine and maintenance of
his new car than the heart of his daughter. There are parents who
fail to be hospitable to the friends of their children because they
are concerned about the impact on their physical surroundings and
possessions. Do physical things get in the way of, or create needless
tension in, your parenting?

Or how about success? I am persuaded that the desire for success
is another thing that the Creator wired inside us. In the image of
the Creator, we’re designed to create. We were made to be builders,
managers, and doers. We were designed to change our surroundings.
We were created to leave an imprint of our work as we move on to
another place. We were made to strategize and achieve. Because of
all of this achievement, success is important to us. We all want to be
successful. In fact, if you have no motivation to succeed anywhere in
your life, if you don’t care about accomplishing anything, we would
all think that something is emotionally or spiritually wrong with you
and that you need help. But, like possessions, this very good, God-
created thing can become a bad thing in your life if it becomes the
ruling treasure it was never meant to be.

Thousands and thousands of children are handed over every day
to people they don’t know because success in work and career has
become too important for their parents. Since neither parent is will-
ing to step away from their work outside the home for fear of its
long-term implications on their career and finances, no one is left to
take care of the children, so someone else must be hired to do it. I
know this is controversial, and I would never judge a couple who
have their children in day care without knowing the details of why
they made that decision, but I am troubled that we are not talking
about this more. I am saddened by the numbers of children who are
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not with their parents for the bulk of the day during their formative
years. | am saddened by the growing cultural comfortability with
“latchkey” children. I am concerned about how many exhausted
parents pick up their children at the end of their day and are just
not able to have the kind of patience and grace that they need for
the rest of the evening with their children. This is not a matter of a
busy schedule, but busyness that is a matter of values. How many
children rarely see their fathers because Dad is off to work before
the kids are up and around and home from work after they go to
bed? By the time they are teenagers, they are used to Dad not being
involved with their lives and don’t expect attention or participation
from him anymore. How has the value of career success impacted
your commitment to the work that God has called you to as parents?

Fasten your seatbelts; ’'m going to be even more controversial
here. I am deeply persuaded that for many people, it is their commit-
ment to ministry that constantly gets in the way of doing what God
has called them to do as parents. Perhaps this is the most deceptive
treasure temptation of all. There are many, many ministry fathers
and mothers who ease their guilty consciences about their inatten-
tion and absence by telling themselves that they are doing “the Lord’s
work.” So they accept another speaking engagement, another short-
term missions trip, another ministry move, or yet another evening
meeting thinking that their values are solidly biblical, when they are
consistently neglecting a significant part of what God has called them
to. Sadly, their children grow up thinking of Jesus as the one who
over and over again took their mom and dad from them.

This is a conversation that parents in ministry need to have and to
keep open. It is very interesting that if you listen to people who are
preparing couples for a life of ministry, they will warn them about
the normal and inescapable tensions between ministry demands and
parental calling. But I propose that two observations need to be
made here. First, the New Testament never assumes this tension. It
never warns you that if you have family and you’re called to ministry
that you will find yourself in a value catch-22 again and again—that
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it’s nearly impossible to do both well. There is not one warning like
this in the Bible. The only thing that gets close to it is that one of
the qualifications for an elder is that he must lead his family well.
Perhaps this tension is not the result of poor planning on God’s part,
but because we are seeking to get things out of ministry that we were
never meant to get, and because we are, we make bad choices that
are harmful to our families. If you get your identity, meaning and
purpose, reason for getting up in the morning, and inner peace from
your ministry, you are asking your ministry to be your own personal
messiah, and because you are, it will be very hard for you to say no,
and because it is hard for you to say no, you will tend to neglect
important time-relationship commitments you should be making to
your children.

But there’s one more observation to be considered. The Bible is
very clear that God is not so unloving, unwise, unfaithful, and un-
kind as to call us to one command that will necessitate the breaking
of another one of his commands. His commands are not competing
demands that flow out of competing value systems. They are a single
fabric of threads that, woven together, define what it means to live in
a way that is good, right, beautiful, and pleasing to him. Committing
yourself to obey one of his commands never means you will suffer
and be punished because it has caused you to disobey another. None
of his commands exist in isolation and none of them conflict.

So if zeal for ministry causes me to be less than faithful to my
calling as a parent in the way that I manage my time and energy, [ am
seeking to get something out of my ministry that I am not supposed
to get. Do ministry decisions and commitments make it hard for you
to faithfully do your work as a parent?

I would ask you right now to be humble, open, and honest. What
competes in your heart and therefore in your daily decisions for the
value that parenting should have? In your mundane, repeated, daily
schedule does parenting have the place of high honor and high im-
portance that God intended? What other things get in the way? What
new and better choices is God calling you to make?
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Here’s How God Values Parents

The value of parenting goes to the heart of what God has designed
every human being to know and to be. To lose this thing is literally
to lose a piece of your humanity. Parenting gets to the core of what
should motivate every thought, desire, word, decision, or action that
every human being has ever taken. There is nothing in the life of
any child ever born that is more needed than this. This is the thing
that makes parenting of highest importance—holy in the true sense
of what that word means. This should be the goal at the bottom of
all the things you do and all the things you want for your children.
To lose sight of this is to miss the point of parenting. To lose sight
of this removes the tracks that give direction to all that you do with
each of your children. This is the thing that should satisfy you on
those good days with your children and keep you motivated on the
very hard days with them. This really is the central task that makes
your work as a parent a treasure of extreme value. Pay attention to
the words below:

Hear, O Israel; The LorD our God, the LoRD is one. You shall
love the LorD your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your might. And these words that I command
you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them dili-
gently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in
your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie
down, and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your
hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall
write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.
(Deut. 6:4-9)

When your son asks you in time to come, “What is the meaning
of the testimonies and the statutes and the rules that the LorD
our God has commanded you?” then you shall say to your son,
“We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt. And the LORD brought us
out of Egypt with a mighty hand. And the LorD showed signs
and wonders, great and grievous, against Egypt and against Pha-
raoh and all his household, before our eyes. And he brought us
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out from there, that he might bring us in and give us the land that
he swore to give our fathers.” (Deut. 6:20-23)

There’s the value that God places on parenting, summarized in
a couple brief, but profound paragraphs. Your work as a parent is
a thing of extreme value because God has designed that you would
be a principal, consistent, and faithful tool in his hands for the pur-
pose of creating God-consciousness and God-submission in your
children. You can’t create this yourself, only God can, but you have
been appointed to be an irreplaceable tool in his powerful hands.
You see, at the core of what God designed human beings to be is the
acknowledgment of his existence and surrender to authority. Those
are the things that he meant to rule the heart of everyone who ever
lived. Your kids will never be what they’re supposed to be or do if
they lack God-consciousness. It is the essential thing that must be
developed in the heart of every child, and the passages above say that
that task was assigned by God to parents.

Your church was not designed to replace you, but to assist and
equip you for this essential work. Your government was never de-
signed to replace you, but to protect you as you do this core work.
The school near you will never replace you; at the very best it will
support you as you do the work that only you can do. You could
argue that the chief reason God put parents in children’s lives is so
that they would know him. The most important thing that a child
could ever learn about is the existence, character, and plan of God. If
you know this fact, it will alter the way you understand and interpret
every other fact in your life.

Now, although God, in grace, has placed you and your children
in a physical world that constantly points to him, your children came
into the world with a devastating problem. Your children have the
perverse and life-shaping ability to look at the world around them
and not see God. They will consistently see the signs (the created
world), but they will consistently fail to see what the signs point to

(the existence and glory of God). And if you don’t acknowledge God,
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not only are you a profoundly disadvantaged human being, but you
will then insert yourself in the middle of your world and make it all
about you. Children who don’t acknowledge God will act as if they
are God and will resist the help and rescue that God has provided
for them through their parents.

But there is more. At some point your children are going to begin
to wonder why they have the rules that they have, why they have
been told to believe certain things, and who in the world put you in
charge. Sadly, many parents have little more to say than, “Do it be-
cause I told you to do it,” or “Do it or you’re going to get punished.”
Those explanations get a response from your children only as long
as they fear you, but there will come a time when they don’t fear you
anymore. If all you’ve given your children is fear of you, then when
they leave your home, they will no longer have anything to motivate
them to do what is right.

The second paragraph from Deuteronomy 6 helps us here. It tells
us that we should root all the rules and beliefs that we give our chil-
dren not only in the existence of God, but in the things that he has,
in grace, done for us. You could say that the advice here is to connect
everything you require of your children in behavior and belief to the
story of redemption. When your child questions the rules, don’t puff
up your chest and tell him he better obey or else; talk to him about
a loving Redeemer, who not only created him but shed his blood for
him so that he could know and do what is right. When your child
wonders about what is right and what is wrong, don’t just threaten
him with the law of God; woo him with the sweet music of the grace
of God. When she is struggling with what God says is right, don’t
talk of God as just a judge, but as a helper and a friend who meets
us in our weakness with forgiveness, wisdom, and strength. Blow
your child away with God’s patience, mercy, and love. Talk again
and again about how he willingly exercises his power for our help,
benefit, and rescue. Go beyond enforcing your authority and point
to his authority, and go beyond pointing to his authority to pointing
your children to his grace.
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God hasn’t made a mistake in tasking you with being his tool for
the forming of the souls of your children. You see, he has opened
the eyes of your heart to his existence, presence, and rule so that you
could be a tool of the same in your children. He has revealed himself
to you not just for you but for your children. But there’s something
else he’s done. He’s bestowed upon you his forgiving, rescuing, trans-
forming, and delivering grace so that you could be his tool of the
same in the lives of each of your children. His gift of grace is not just
so that you would be a recipient of grace but also a daily instrument
of that very same grace in the lives of those he has placed in your
care. In his grace you find everything that you need to be what God
wants you to be in the lives of your children and to do what he has
called you to do with them.

Here’s the bottom line: God has met you so that you would be
ready to introduce his glory and grace to your children. Every day
is filled with opportunities to point to God, maybe in the fact that
water boils, that leaves turn, and that the sun comes up in the morn-
ing, or maybe in the power of the storm, the taste of a steak, the
beauty of a sunset, or the honey from a bee; all these things exist and
are held together only because God created and controls the physical
world. God has opened your eyes to his presence and glory so you
could help open the eyes of your children. So capture the opportuni-
ties around you to point to him. Don’t let a day pass without doing it
and don’t feel that it’s weird to talk about God all the time. He is so
pictured by his creation that it is positively weird not to be reminded
of him and talk about him all the time. And remember, the teenager
needs this as much as the toddler does. Nothing is more important
in all of life than this; it really is what makes parents so valuable.

There’s one more thing that needs to be said; it will be a theme in
this book. No one gives grace better than a parent who humbly ad-
mits that he desperately needs it himself. Today, with your children,
how about being that kind of parent?
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Principle: God never calls you to a task without giving
you what you need to do it. He never sends you without

going with you.

Many, many fathers and mothers carry a particular problem into
their parenting, and they don’t know it. It affects the way they think
about the task that has been assigned to them. It affects the way they
view their children. It shapes their responses in all the hard moments
that parents face. It determines what they will say to themselves as
they begin their day or as they crumble into bed, exhausted once
again. It leaves many parents feeling unprepared, unable, and dis-
couraged. It causes many parents to wish that they could just quit,
when they know in fact they can’t. It tempts people to look over the
fence and wish that they could have what other parents seem to have,
but what seems to have passed them by. It makes parents give in to
the temptation to say and do things that they know in their heart of
hearts they shouldn’t say and shouldn’t do.

What is this silent but deadly problem that afflicts so many
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parents? Way too many Christian parents have a great big, trouble-
causing gap in their understanding, celebration of, and reliance upon
God’s grace. Let me say it now because it will be a theme that will
be, in some way, in every chapter of this book. There is nothing
more important to consistent, faithful, patient, loving, and effective
parenting than to understand what God has given you in the grace
of his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. Maybe you’re thinking right now,
“Paul, I don’t need more theology; I need practical help. I believe
everything the Bible has to say, but it doesn’t seem to have helped my
parenting!” I would ask you to open your heart and be patient with
me as [ explain, because this may be the most important chapter for
you in this book. Understanding God’s grace will change you, and
as it changes you, it will change the way you relate to and parent
your children.

It is sad, and a source of so much parenting discouragement and
trouble, that so many parents do their work in the middle of a hole
in their grasp of God’s grace. Most Christian parents have a fairly
good understanding of past grace, that is, the forgiveness they have
received because of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and they
have a decent grasp of future grace, the place in eternity that is guar-
anteed them as a child of God. But the problem is that they have little
understanding of present grace, the right here, right now benefits of
the work of Christ for all of us living between the “already” (past
grace) and the “not yet” (future grace). Vast numbers of parents
think that the phrase “the gospel of God’s grace” has nothing to do
with the exhaustion they can’t seem to shake, or the anger they can’t
seem to defeat, or the street-level wisdom they feel they lack, or the
need for the break they never seem to get. They hear sermons about
God’s grace and they sing songs about God’s grace, but these don’t
seem to address their struggles as parents. In fact, it seems that what
they’re getting is anything but grace.

So it needs to be said and then explained that as a child of God,
you have been given not only glorious past and future grace, but
amazing present grace as well. This grace reaches you wherever God
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has placed you. This grace reaches you in your darkest parenting
moments. This grace addresses your feeling of inability. This grace
touches you when you feel you are at the end of your wisdom. This
grace is yours for the taking when you’re walking down the hallway
and you know that you’ve just blown it. This grace reaches you when
your child seems rebellious and hard-hearted and you don’t know
what to do. This grace touches you in moments of deep parental
regret. It gives you a reason to get up in the morning and to be able
to sleep at night, no matter what you’re facing at the moment. If you
would ask me what is the most important thing that God has given
you as a parent, I wouldn’t say the wisdom principles of his Word.

No, I would say, “His grace!” Let me explain why.

Like everything else God calls people to, God doesn’t call people
to be parents because they are able. If you read your Bible carefully,
you will understand that God doesn’t call able people to do impor-
tant things. Abraham wasn’t able. Moses wasn’t able. Gideon wasn’t
able. David wasn’t able. The disciples weren’t able, and the story
goes on. The reason for this is that there are no able people out there.
They just don’t exist. And they surely don’t exist as parents. God
did not create human beings to be independently able; he designed
us to be dependent. It is not a sign of personal weakness or failure
of character to feel unable as a parent. The reason you feel this is
because it’s true! None of us has the natural storehouse of wisdom,
strength, patience, mercy, and perseverance that every parent needs
in order to do his job well. Independent ability, like independent
righteousness, is a delusion. So quit beating yourself up because you
feel inadequate; you feel that way because it’s true!

Why would a God of perfect wisdom ask inadequate people to
do such an important job? The answer is so important to grasp. God
calls unable people to do important things because ultimately what
he’s working on is not your immediate success, but that you would
come to know him, to love him, to rest in his grace, and to live for
his glory. Let me put it a different way. God calls unable people to
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do important things so that he will get the glory and not them. He
isn’t working so that your life as a parent would be easy, predictable,
and free from struggle. He calls you to do the impossible so that in
your search for help, you would find more than help—you would
find him.

Inability doesn’t mean that God has made a massive mistake by
giving you children, that somehow he’s gotten the wrong address
and your children would be better off elsewhere. Rather than your
inability being in the way of God’s plan, it is part of his plan. He
knows that parents who admit that they are inadequate and run to
God make the best parents. You see, he doesn’t ask you to be able;
he asks you to be willing. If you are willing, he will meet you in your
weakness and change you, and as he changes you, he will work good
things through you into the hearts and lives of your children.

But there’s something else to be said here. No child really wants to
be parented by parents who think that they’re able. “Able” parents
tend to be proud and self-assured parents. Because they are proud of
their ability, they act too quickly and with too much self-confidence,
and because they do, they lack patience and understanding. “Able”
parents tend to assume that their children should be able too, so
they tend to fail to be tender when the weaknesses of their children
get exposed. “Able” parents, who pride themselves in keeping the
law, tend to give their children more law than grace and are quicker
to judge than to understand. And “able” parents tend to want their
children to be their trophies, a public demonstration of their ability.
It’s hard to live with people who deny weakness, because people who
deny weakness tend not to be patient, loving, and understanding
with people who are weak.

Your inability is not the destruction of your parenting, because
God meets people who humbly admit their weaknesses and run to
him for help. But your judgments of parental ability may be the very
reason you find yourself at odds with children who never seem to
measure up to your expectations. “Able” parents seem to be upset
when children demonstrate over and over again that what they need
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is to be parented! If you walk down the hallway mad because your
children need correction again, you’re mad because at that moment
they need what every human being constantly needs: a parent’s care.
But if you walk down that hallway confessing your need of the Fa-
ther’s care, it is more likely that you will embrace the need of your

children for the same care, and you’ll be tender as you give it.

God never calls us to a task without giving us what we need to
do it. God never sends you into anything without going with you.
He never tells you to do something without giving you what you
need to do it. This is the story of the whole Bible. This is why God
sent his Son to earth. There is only one hero in the Bible; every other
character is flawed in some way. God is the hero of every story in
the Bible. In fact the Bible is not a collection of stories, but one big
story with lots of chapters. It is the story of how God meets weak
and failing people with his powerful grace.

What does this have to do with parenting? Everything! It means
that if you are God’s child, it is impossible for you to be left to your
own limited package of resources. It’s impossible for you to be rel-
egated to whatever is the size of your strength and wisdom. And
here’s what you need to remind yourself of every day: God’s greatest
and most wonderful gift to you as a parent is himself! He knows how
hard your task is. He knows that it drives you beyond the borders of
your patience and wisdom. He knows that there are times when you
feel that you have no clue of what you’re doing. He knows there are
moments when you wish you could quit and walk away. He knows
that there are moments when anger grips you. He knows that your
children can get under your skin. He knew what every piece of your
struggle would be as a parent, so he knew that the only thing that
would help you would be himself. Read these words carefully: “Now
to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all we ask or
think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in
the church and in Jesus Christ throughout all generations, forever
and ever. Amen” (Eph. 3:20-21).
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Here is the single redemptive reality, right here, right now, that
makes parenting possible: God in you! You read it right. The apostle
Paul says that you don’t really understand who you are and what
you’ve been given until you understand this amazing thing: that
God knew that our calling would be so huge and our weakness so
deep that the only thing that would help us was himself. So in an
act of incredible grace, he has unbuttoned us and gotten inside of
us. Now think about this as a parent. This God who has the ability
to do things that are way beyond your ability to conceive, who has
perfect wisdom and unlimited strength, right now lives inside of you.

This means that God is with you in the morning when you dread
getting out of bed and facing another hard parenting day. He is
with you when you have to break up the seventeenth squabble of
the morning. He is with you when you have an opening for a very
important talk. He is with you when your children are in your face
and disrespectful. He is with you when you fall into bed with a com-
bination of exhaustion and regret. He gifts you with his presence.
He really does live inside you. You really aren’t left to yourself. And
he will not turn his back on you until what he has called you to do
as a parent is complete.

What do you have as a Christian parent? You have the best thing
ever and with it you have hope. You have God in every moment of

every day. The question is, Will you remember that you do?

God’s grace works to open your eyes to see yourself as a parent
accurately. I have to confess that I started out my parenting days as a
self-assured, self-righteous parent. I thought I was way more mature
than I actually was. I saw myself as a consistent law-keeper and not
a law-breaker. I had no idea, as I began, what a negative effect my
self-righteousness had on my relationship with my children and the
way [ handled their weaknesses and failures. If you fall into thinking
that you keep God’s law perfectly (although few people consciously
say that to themselves), then you expect the people around you to
do the same. Self-righteous people find it all too easy to judge and
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condemn people who are not measuring up to the standard that they
assess they are keeping.

So here’s what God does in all of our lives. He uses things like
our marriages and our parenting to expose our hearts to us. He used
parenting to expose thoughts, attitudes, and desires in my heart that
I had previously denied were there. It was my struggle with irritation,
impatience, anger, and lack of gentleness and joy as a dad that God
used to show me how far I still fell beneath his standard and how
much I still needed his forgiving and transforming grace.

Here’s the humbling conclusion that God, in grace, led me to: I
am more like my children than unlike them—and so are you. The
reality is that there are few struggles in the lives of my children that
aren’t in my life as well (materialism, relationships, wanting my own
way, attraction to the world, subtle idolatries, etc.). This admission
transformed my parenting. Instead of approaching them with self-
righteous outrage, I moved toward them as a sinner in need of grace
needing to confront a sinner in need of grace. God’s plan is to make
his invisible grace visible to children by sending parents of grace
to give grace to children who need grace. And parents who know
they need grace tend to want to give grace to children who are just
like them.

God’s grace frees you from having to deny your weaknesses. 1
love the fact that biblical faith never requires that you deny reality. If
you have to deny reality to feel good about your life, you may have
temporary peace, but you’re not exercising biblical faith. The Bible
is a shockingly honest book that shows us the blood, dirt, and smoke
of life in a fallen world. Yet the Bible is the most hopeful of any book
ever written because of the transformative power of the life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus. Here’s what this means for you as a parent:
God never asks you to act as a parent as if you’re something that
you’re not. In fact, he does just the opposite. God welcomes you to
look at yourself in the heart- and life-exposing mirror of his Word to

see yourself as you really are and to be willing to confess your faults



40 Parenting

to those around you. And here’s why you can have the courage to live
this way: as a parent you do not ever need to fear knowing yourself,
you do not have to fear being known by those around you, and you
do not have to fear being exposed as less than perfect because there is
nothing that could ever be known or exposed about you as a parent
that hasn’t already been covered by the blood of Jesus.

It never works, as a mom or dad, to act as if you’re more righ-
teous than you are. The fact of the matter is that your children will
get to know the real you. They will come to see your spiritual and
character weaknesses, and if you deny these, you will embitter your
children. But if you are a parent who quickly confesses wrong to
your children, you will endear yourself to them and present your-
self as someone who will be approachable when they have failed.
Humble, confessing parents encourage their children to be humble
and confessing too, and the result is that they have many opportuni-
ties to talk about the rescuing love of Jesus.

God’s grace rescues you from you. When you are frustrated, mad,
discouraged, unkind, abusive, bitter, joyless, vengeful, or irritated as
a parent, you don’t so much need to be rescued from your children—
you need to be rescued from you.

Pretend that I have a bowl of water in my hands and I shake it
vigorously and water splashes out of the bowl. And suppose I ask
you why water spilled out of the bowl, and you answer that it spilled
because I shook it. It all sound pretty logical, doesn’t it? But the an-
swer is only partially correct. Why did water splash out of the bowl?
Because water was in the bowl. If the bowl had been filled with milk,
you could shake it for an eternity and water would never spill out
of it. In the same way it is very important for parents to understand
and humbly admit that when we are shaken by the sin, weakness,
rebellion, foolishness, or failure of our children, what comes out of
us (words, actions, attitudes) is what is already inside us.

This means that my biggest, ongoing problem as a dad is not my
children, it’s me. My children don’t cause me to do and say what I do
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and say. No, the cause of my actions is found inside my own heart.
My children are simply the occasion where my heart reveals itself in
words and actions. So I need much more than just rescue and relief
from my children; I need rescue from me. This is why Jesus came,
to provide us with the rescue that we all need but that we cannot
provide for ourselves.

If you blame your children for your bad attitudes, actions, and
words, not only will you embitter them, but in blaming them, you
will fail to reach out for the help that is yours in the rescuing, for-
giving, and transforming grace of Jesus. And because you shift the
blame, you will fail to grow as a parent and you will repeat the same
patterns over and over again. When you are willing to confess that
you’re the biggest problem in your parenting, you are on the road to
very good things in you and in your work with your kids.

God’s grace grows and changes you as a parent. I hinted at this
above, but I want to say more. Because you and I always do our
parenting between the “already” of our conversion and the “not
yet” of our final destination, we parent in the middle of our own
sanctification. Remember the gospel; although the power of sin has
been broken in the beautiful justifying mercies of Jesus Christ, the
presence of sin still remains with us. So God’s present zeal is to pro-
gressively deliver us from the remaining hold that sin has on us. This
means that he will use the pressures, opportunities, hassles, burdens,
griefs, temptations, and joys to grow and change us.

Think about how beautiful this is. In every moment as you are
parenting your children, the heavenly Father is parenting you. As
you are lovingly confronting your children with the hope that they
would confess their need and commit to change, the heavenly Father
is confronting you. As you seek to encourage your children toward
what is right, your Father in heaven is working to grow the desire
for right in you. In all those moments when you intervene to protect
your children from their own foolish choices, the great Father is

protecting you from you.
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Here’s what you and I should never forget. As we seek to parent
our children, the heavenly Father is parenting everyone in the room.
Like our children, we need to grow and mature. Like our children,
we haven’t progressed beyond the need for a Father’s care. Like our
children, we need a parent who will not turn his back on us even
though we stumble and fall again and again.

God hasn’t just sent you to do his work in the lives of your chil-
dren; he will use the lives of your children to advance his work in
you. How about being a parent who admits the need to be parented?
Thankfully the Bible promises, “As a father shows compassion to
his children, so the LORD shows compassion to those who fear him”
(Ps. 103:13).

God’s grace works to make your heart tender. Do you think
about, speak to, and act toward your children out of a tender heart?
If your children could describe you accurately, would tenderness be
one of the terms they would use? Has parenting pushed you toward
patient gentleness or impatient harshness? Remember, your words
and actions are always an accurate reflection of the true condition
of your heart. The things you do and say always tell you more about
yourself than whoever you’re speaking or responding to.

I am deeply persuaded that there are many hard-hearted parents
who have no idea that they parent out of a hardened heart. Think of
what the word picture “hard heart” describes. If I had a stone in my
hands and I squeezed it with all my might, what would happen? The
answer is nothing. Stone is hard and therefore resistant to change.
It is not malleable; you can press it again and again and it will not
change. Hard-hearted parents think that they are right and okay,
and because they do, they don’t feel the need to change and grow.
So they tend to repeat the same bad patterns again and again. This
sets up unnecessary tension with their children because as they are
requiring their children to change, they are not holding themselves
to the same standard. So they’ll yell at their children to stop yelling,
but fail to confess that they yell when they shouldn’t. They’ll demand
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that their children stop fighting, but they’ll fight with their children
about things that aren’t important. They’ll require their children to
be kind, while they permit themselves to speak and act toward their
children in ways that are unkind. Children begin to lose respect for
the parent who is content with a “do what I say and not as I do”
relationship to children.

God will use the hammer of his grace to tenderize us, so that
we will be part of what he is seeking to do in our children and not
stand in the way of it. The difficulties you face as a parent are not
signs that God has forgotten you, but are the tenderizing mercies of
a loving and faithful father. He is softening your heart so you can be

a tool of heart change in the lives of those he’s placed in your care.

God’s grace liberates you from the prison of regret. One of the
most beautiful things about God’s grace is that it welcomes you to
fresh starts and new beginnings. Way too many parents are paralyzed
by a whole catalog of “what ifs” and “if onlys.” Yes, you will make
mistakes. Yes, you will learn and grow as a parent. Yes, you will un-
derstand parenting more with your last child than you did your first
child. Yes, you will look back and be embarrassed by things you said
and things you did. Yes, you will do some of the things your parents
did that you swore you’d never do. Yes, as your children grow up,
they will remind you of some of the painful things you did in the
early years. Yes, you will wish that you had known more sooner. If
you’re at all humble as a parent, you will look back with some regret.

But it’s important to understand that although regret is a sign
of a humble heart, it is dangerous and debilitating to live in regret.
Living in regret robs you of your confidence. Living in regret renders
you timid. Living in regret kidnaps your courage. Living in regret
weakens or steals your hope. Living in regret drags the past into the
present. Living in regret even drags the past into the future. And for
all of its remembering, regret can be tragically forgetful. What is it
that regret tends to forget? Regret tends to forget the cross of the

Lord Jesus Christ. On the cross, Jesus bore the entire burden of our
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guilt and our shame. On the cross, Jesus purchased, by the shedding
of his blood, our complete forgiveness: past, present, and future.
This means that we can boldly come to him in our failure, receive his
forgiveness, deposit our regret at his feet, and move on to new and
better ways of doing what he has called us to do as parents.

The issue here is not whether you remember the mistakes of your
past days of parenting. This issue is, are you emotionally and spiri-
tually paralyzed by them in a way that makes it hard for you to do
what God is calling you to do in the present? God’s grace welcomes
you to learn from your past, to confess your faults, receive forgive-
ness, lay down your burden of guilt and shame, and with new hope
and courage give yourself with joy to what God is calling you to as
a parent right here, right now.

God has called you to be a parent. How does he give you what
you need for this calling? He gives you what you need by giving you
himself, and in giving you himself, he showers his amazing, forgiv-
ing, rescuing, transforming, empowering, and wisdom-giving grace
down on you. As you parent today, you are invited to remember that
you are not alone in your house with your children. Someone else
walks the hallways and stands in the family room with you. Someone
rides in the van with you on the way to yet another scary trip with
your kids to the mall. Someone walks with you as you enter your
teenager’s room to confront him about something he did. Someone
is with you as you relive the events of the day before you fall asleep,
preparing to face another parenting day. Someone is with you as you
get up, already exhausted as usual, before the sun rises. The one who
called you to this very important job is with you and because he is,
there’s hope. Sure, there will be times when you’ll find yourself at the
end of your rope, but fight fear and discouragement with expectancy;
your Savior’s rope never ends, and he will never leave you alone!
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Principle: Your children need God’s law, but you cannot
ask the law to do what only grace can accomplish.

They were so disheartened. They thought they had done exactly
what God called them to do. They had faithfully exercised their
authority. They had made the rules clear and the threat of punish-
ment obvious. They had followed through again and again. They
didn’t compromise, no matter where they were and no matter what
the situation was. They told their children again and again that they
did what they did as parents because it was what God commanded
them to do. They told their children repeatedly that no matter how
old they got, they would still have to obey somebody’s rules.

Now they were wondering if it was all worth it. They were
plagued with the question of what had gone wrong. Josh was sixteen
and as rebellious as they come. He seemed in love with the world and
everything in it. Rules to him weren’t things to be obeyed; they were
challenges to be accepted. He fought every regulation with mocking

disrespect. He acted as if he hated his mom and dad, saying things
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to them that were intended to hurt. He’d told them a thousand times
that he couldn’t wait to get out of their house and be on his own,
then he’d make his own choices and there was nothing they could
do about it. He really did seem to be a person who loved evil and
hated what is good.

Sitting on her nightly perch outside Josh’s bedroom door, as she
did every night, to keep him from sneaking out, she recounted the
years. She thought about that sweet little boy that everyone liked,
contrasted with the angry young man behind the door. She felt dis-
appointed, humiliated, and powerless. She was tired and secretly

couldn’t wait for him to leave for good.

Jessica was the typical, busy little three-year-old. Life was her
playground, and she seemed to get up every morning to enjoy every
part of it. Sally was increasingly tired of chasing her around the
house as she proceeded to get into everything. She felt that Jessica
didn’t listen to her. A couple months ago she’d tried counting. “Jes-
sica, get out of that drawer, 1...2 ... 3.” You know the drill: the
threat was that at “3,” Mom would swoop in, and you didn’t want
to know what would happen next. But Jessica had survived many 3s,
and nothing terrible had happened. Sally was now at § and getting
almost no response from Jessica. Threat was no longer a threat. In
fact, counting had sadly become an invitation for Jessica to do what-
ever wrong she was doing for a little longer. She knew she could push
her mommy just a little bit further. And Sally was tired of counting,
and with each larger number she felt herself getting angrier and more
discouraged. Counting didn’t work, and she couldn’t figure out what

else to do.

Frank and Mary were so worried about Emma. It wasn’t that she
was hard to live with; on the contrary, she was always friendly and
polite. In many ways, Emma was the dream teenager. She did well
in high school and as a junior was already getting scholarship offers

from prestigious universities. She participated in her youth minis-
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try without resistance and volunteered with Habitat for Humanity.
From a distance it all looked good.

But Frank and Mary knew it was not good. Emma spent more
and more time on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. She was ob-
sessed with the lives of the current pop stars and young actors. Every
day she read every trashy gossip website there was. She was also ob-
sessed with fashion, with how she looked and how people responded
to how she looked. Emma couldn’t bear not having a boyfriend and
had begun to dress more provocatively. The faith, which she had
never rejected outright, seemed less and less important to her. She
worshiped every day at the feet of all of the current idols of the sur-
rounding culture, but she didn’t know it was worship. Frank and
Mary felt they were losing her, but didn’t know how to handle it.
Emma was not rebellious; she was responsible with her school work
and basically obeyed the rules at home. Whenever Frank and Mary
expressed their concern to Emma, she would tell them that they were
just old-fashioned and needed to relax, everything was okay. But
Emma was being captured; her parents saw it, but no rule they laid

down seemed to rescue her.

Rob was a quiet kid. He spent a lot of time alone, and he didn’t
seem to mind it. He loved to skateboard, but didn’t have much time
for, or interest in, organized sports. He was not hard to parent, ex-
cept that he played it very close to the chest. It was always hard to
get Rob to open up and talk about anything personal, so his mom
and dad felt that the older he got, the less they knew him. His senior
year he became very close to a friend at his high school. They began
to spend hour upon hour together, both inside and outside the home.
It was not at all unusual for Rob and his friend to spend the weekend
at one another’s house.

For several weeks Rob’s mom had wondered if something was
wrong with Rob. He just didn’t seem like himself, but when she would
inquire, Rob would say it was nothing, that he was cool. Finally, one

night, when his dad was away on a business trip, his mom cornered
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him, putting on the pressure for him to tell her what was wrong. He
resisted for a while, but she would not give up, and with more emo-
tion than he had displayed in a long time, Rob said, “I'm in love.”
His mom said, “Well, you don’t have to be embarrassed or fearful
about that.” But Rob said, “I’m in love with Nate [his friend from
school].” Holding on to her emotions, his mom said, “What do you
mean when you say you’re ‘in love’ with Nate?” Rob said, “Mom,
I’'m gay, and I knew if I told you that you and dad would hate me, but
it’s true, I’'m gay, and there’s nothing or no one that can do anything
about it.” With that he stormed out of the room.

Although Rob’s mom and dad had expressed their love for him
no matter what, it wasn’t long before they had constructed and an-
nounced a whole new set of regulations for Rob. He had to surrender
his car keys, he was no longer allowed to see Nate, he had to put a
content limiter on his computer, he had to leave his bedroom door
open when he was home, and he had a new, earlier curfew. Rob grew
more and more sullen and angry, and he and Nate continued to find
ways to be with one another.

A Subtle but Foundational Mistake

One theme runs through each of these stories, an error that each of
these loving and well-meaning parents is making. Did you see it?
Consider that every parent puts their confidence in something. Every
parent knows that their children have to grow, mature, and change.
As a parent you know that it is your job to help form character (obe-
dience, respect, honesty, willingness, etc.) in your children. So as a
parent, you will rely on something to create change in your children.
There is some tool that you will use again and again in the belief that
it has the power to change your child. And because you have confi-
dence in that tool, you will use it again and again, in situation after
situation and with child after child. The change tool that you have
placed your confidence in will not only be the tool that you reach
for when change is indicated, but it will also be the lens you’ll look
through to assess situations and to evaluate your children.
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Let me stop right now and get you to examine your parenting. If I
watched the last six weeks of your parenting, how you evaluate your
children and seek to work change in them, what would I conclude is
the primary tool that you’re relying on? Don’t answer quickly. Scan
what you’ve done with your children over the last several weeks.
Could it be that you are making the same mistake the parents in my
stories are making? Could it be that your primary tool of change
doesn’t have the power to do what you’re asking it to do? Could
it be that the evidence is right in front of you, but you don’t see it?
Could it be that there is a new, a better way that you believe in, but
that hasn’t influenced your parenting?

Now, read what ’'m about to write very carefully. I am convinced
that without knowing it, thousands and thousands of well-meaning
Christian parents are asking the law to do in the lives of their chil-
dren what only the powerful grace of God can accomplish. This
truth needs to be considered and needs to shape everything you do as
a parent: If rules and regulations had the power to change the heart
and life of your child, rescuing your child from bimself and giving
him a beart of submission and faith, Jesus would have never needed
to come! You see, what you assign the power of change to will then
shape the way you parent your children in all of those mundane and
not-so-mundane moments that end up forming who they are as they

leave your home. Let me explain.

Law and Grace
Your Children Need God’s Law

Check out the words of the apostle Paul: “What shall we then say?
That the law is sin? By no means! Yet if it had not been for the law,
I would not have known sin. For I would not have known what it is
to covet if the law had not said, “You shall not covet’” (Rom. 7:7).
Our children are born with a desperate need for God’s law. Because
they come into the world as fools, not knowing what is true or what

is false, what is good or what is bad, what is right or what is wrong,
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they need the grace of wisdom that God’s law alone can give. Apart
from God’s law human beings wouldn’t have a clue how they are
supposed to think, what they are supposed to desire, how they are
supposed to speak, or how they were designed to behave. Like all
human beings, children were not made to be self-governing, that is,
to be guided by independent thoughts and desires. Children need to
be given tracks to run on and boundaries to stay inside of. So God
in his wonderful mercy gives us his law so that our behavior would
be guided by a clear knowledge of what is right and wrong. But the
guidance of the law is meant to do something else. It is meant to
protect your child from herself. All children come into the world as
sinners. This means all children are a danger to themselves and need
the protection that God’s law gives. Because God’s law provides your
children with guiding and protecting wisdom that they would not
have without it, his law is good for them.

But there is another way that God’s law is good for your children;
it provides them with the grace of conviction. Your children would
have no idea that they are sinners in need of protection, wisdom,
forgiveness, and rescue without the standard of God’s law. You know
how it works: it’s only when you apply a standard of measurement
to a board that you realize you have cut it too short. One of the
most dangerous things in your child’s life is his blindness to the
depth of his spiritual need. A child who does not see himself clearly
will resist his parents’ wisdom, guidance, discipline, and correction.
Why? Because he doesn’t think he needs it. The law is very good at
exposing not only our behavior, but our hearts as well. God’s law is
the ultimate human measuring system, and because it is, it’s good for
your children to be regularly exposed to it and exposed by it.

Your Children Need to Understand the Law’s Weakness

Yes, your children need the law of God in their lives, but it is very
dangerous as parents to daily ask the law to do what only grace
can accomplish. I am afraid that many, many Christian parents do
exactly that without knowing it. They have reduced Christian par-
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enting down to being a really faithful lawgiver, arresting officer,
prosecutor, judge, and jailer. So their parenting is basically a body
of rules followed by threats of punishment. Yes, children need rules
and they need faithful correction, but that simply is not enough.
Think with me. If all that your children needed was the knowledge
and enforcement of rules, as I wrote earlier, then the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus would not have been necessary. Jesus came be-
cause the law was good, but definitely not enough to solve the great
human dilemma of sin. Remember, the greatest danger to your child
is not the evil outside them; it’s the sin inside them that is the greatest
of all threats to their well-being.

This is what every parent of every child needs to understand:
the law does a very good job of exposing your child’s sin, but it has
no power whatsoever to deliver your child from it. The law has no
ability to rescue your child from the power of sin’s grip. The law has
no ability to give your child a new heart. The law has no ability to
create the lasting change in your child that every parent longs for.
The law cannot and will not rescue, redeem, and restore your child,
but that’s exactly what every child needs. So if you are going to be a
tool of change in God’s hands in the lives of your children, you need
more than God’s law in your personal parenting toolbox.

But there’s something else I need to say here. It’s not just that as
parents we tend to put all the eggs of our hope for our children in
the basket of the law, but we also tend to replace God’s perfect law
with a sorry human second best. Somehow, someway God’s law
gets replaced by our law—a law that’s sadly driven by our craving
for affirmation, control, peace, success, and reputation. So we make
selfish, impatient, and angry demands on our children, treating them
as indentured servants who exist to lessen our load of daily chores
and to make our lives more comfortable. The fact is that our children
weren’t created and given to us for our sake, but for God’s sake and
their good.

So we get mad at our kids, not first because they’re breaking
God’s law but because they’re in the way of our law (something that
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we want). Think of how little of your anger as a parent in the last
few months had anything at all to do with God’s law. It’s not just
law dependency that keeps us from doing all we should do as God’s
representatives in the lives of our children, but it’s law replacement
that causes us to do all kinds of things we shouldn’t do toward them.
The good news is that there really is a new and better way for us and
for our children.

You Need to Understand That God’s Grace Is Essential

I think we would be shocked if we knew how many homes of parents
who love to sing of God’s grace on Sunday completely forget that
grace as they parent their children the rest of the week. But without
the intervention of God’s grace, your children will not be who they
are supposed to be or do what they are supposed to do. Remember,
it’s the sin inside them that messes everything up. It’s sin that makes
your children resist your guidance and authority. It’s sin that causes
children to constantly be in conflict with their siblings. It’s sin that
gets in the way of your child’s learning in school. It’s sin that causes
children to be attracted to what is hurtful or destructive. It’s sin that
causes your children to be entitled, demanding, materialistic, and
complaining. It’s sin that causes your children to act as if they are the
center of the universe and that life should do their bidding. It’s sin
that causes children to say hurtful things to their parents, siblings,
and peers. And it’s sin that makes parenting difficult, demanding,
and exhausting.

The law has no ability to deliver your children from this mess—
the very mess that you have to deal with every day as a parent. So
your children came into the world in desperate need of God’s rescu-
ing, forgiving, transforming, and delivering grace. You could argue
that it’s God’s grace that is the only hope for parents and children
alike. As a parent, you are not called to just enforce God’s law in the
lives of your children, but also to constantly exhibit and teach God’s
grace to them as well.

But I have to remind you that you need that grace as much as
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your children do. If you are ever going to function as God’s ambas-
sador, you need to be rescued by powerful grace from your bond-
age to you. As parents we need to be rescued from our addiction to
the law of our comfort, pleasure, success, and control. It’s not our
children’s sin that is in the way of good parenting; it’s our tendency
to make parenting about our little kingdom of wants, needs, and de-
sires, and our tendency to want our children to serve the purposes of
our kingdom rather than submit to the purposes of God’s kingdom.

I make the best cinnamon rolls in the universe. Sorry, there’s just
no doubt about it. It’s one of the things I like to do on our family
vacations. And when I make them, I know what’s going to happen.
That gorgeous smell will pull my children out of bed and down the
hallway. They will bow at my feet and say, “Our life is good because
we have a father who makes cinnamon rolls!”

So it’s early in the morning, I am the only one up, and I am mak-
ing the rolls, thinking about the delight to follow. Finally they’re in
the oven, and the house is beginning to be enveloped in the beauti-
ful smell. I position myself on a chair that looks down the hallway,
anticipating the worship that is to come. One of my sons appears
and instead of praising my existence, he says these shocking words:
“Dad, can I make something else for breakfast?” I want to say, “Are
you an idiot? Of course you can’t make something else! Why in the
world would you?” But I hold my tongue as he explains that his wife
(interloper in the family that she is) doesn’t like to eat sweet things
for breakfast, so he’s going to make some scrambled eggs. Eggs!
Eggs! Beaten up former embryos!

I know I shouldn’t be angry, but I am. I know this isn’t personal,
but to me it is! Now we’re at the breakfast table, and my son’s wife
positions herself right in front of that big pile of cinnamon-oozing
wonderfulness. I know she will break down and take one, but she
doesn’t. Every bite of those eggs bothers me. I know scrambled eggs
are soft, but I think I can hear her chewing and it drives me crazy. |
can’t believe she’s rejected my transcendent rolls for her eggs!

Now think of what that whole scene is driven by. God’s existence
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and his law are out the window. It is all about me. The law of my
self-centered expectations for my children. The law of my acclaim,
my comfort, and my appreciation. I propose that so much of what
drives our responses to our kids is an unannounced set of laws that
are more about what we want for ourselves and our lives than what
God wants for and from our children. In our allegiance to our law,
we end up breaking God’s law in our interactions with our children.
In this way we are just like our children: people who need to be

rescued from ourselves.

You Need to Preach the Gospel to Your Children

I don’t mean that parents should “preach” to their children in the
Sunday-morning-sermon style. I mean you should look every day for
every opportunity to point your needy kids to the presence, prom-
ises, power, and grace of Jesus. Now here’s where I think this paren-
tal mission of grace begins. It doesn’t begin with your concern for
the deep spiritual needs of your children, but rather with a humble
admission of the depth of your own need. It is when you confess
that you don’t have a prayer of being what God wants you to be and
doing what God wants you to do as a parent without the rescuing
and enabling grace of God. You become increasingly excited about
and thankful for the rescue, and your personal thankfulness causes
you to be enthusiastic about your children reaching out for the same
kind of help.

Parents, we all need to have an “everything I do, I do to point
my children to the presence and promises of God’s grace” way of
parenting our children. Every conversation is an opportunity. Point-
ing them to the beauty of nature is an opportunity, every moment
of correction and discipline is an opportunity, every sibling battle is
an opportunity, success or failure at school is an opportunity, family
worship is an opportunity, birthdays and holidays provide an oppor-
tunity, teenage identity angst is an opportunity, bedtime conversa-
tions provide an opportunity, discussions after watching something
on Netflix provide an opportunity.
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There will be no want of opportunities to talk to your children
about their inescapable need for God’s grace. There will be no
lack of opportunity for telling the story of how Jesus meets those
needs. Because, by God’s plan, every good thing, every beautiful
thing, every hard thing, every sad thing, and everything to cel-
ebrate gives us an opportunity to point to the God who, in grace,
rules it all. The question is: will you see those opportunities in the
mundane moments of parenting and capture them again and again
and again?

What do you want for your children? Do you just want them
to buck up and obey? Do you just want to be able to control their
behavior until they’re out of your care? Do you want little more
than children who do what they’re told and don’t embarrass you in
public? Or do you long for more—much, much more? Do you want
children who live every day as God designed them to live, whose
hearts are ruled by worship of him and who gladly live inside his
boundaries? You know, in your heart of hearts, you can’t produce
children like this on your own. If you’ve paid attention, you’ve
begun to realize that you can’t control the hearts of your children
even with the best lectures, the best correction, and the most faith-
ful discipline.

So it’s time to give up trying to do in the hearts and lives of your
children what only God can do. It’s time for you to surrender your
heart to his grace and lead the hearts of your children to trust in his
grace. You say, “Paul, I get it, but I just don’t know practically what
that looks like.” Well, ’'m happy to say that this is what the rest of
this book is about.

You Need to Model the Gospel of Grace to Your Children

I know what raising children was like for me, and I suspect it is this
way for you as well. If as parents we really are called to be visible
ambassadors of the presence, character, and plan of God in the lives
of our children, then I often did a very poor job. In the way I often
reacted to my children, I presented God as an irritable, impatient,
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judgmental, loud, and accusatory father. There were themes of daily
contradiction between the message of grace that I talked to my kids
about and the lack of grace that shaped my responses to them. I often
failed to model the stunning patience and beauty of that grace. I was
committed to what was right for my children, but I went at it in the
wrong way. “I can’t believe that you would do such a thing!” “I do
and do for you, and this is the thanks I get!” “You don’t want to
know what’s going to happen if I have to come up those stairs one
more time!” “Would you just be quiet for one meal so I can for once
eat in peace?”

No child hears that kind of talk and says to himself, “What a wise
and loving parent! I know I can share my heart with this person. I
just wish he would say more of these things to me! I am so thankful
that this person is my parent! I think ’'m beginning to see my heart.”
No one, adult or child, has ever had someone get up into their face
and yell at them and has walked away feeling helped by it. All we
just want is to escape, to have it end.

If God’s plan really is to make his invisible grace visible by send-
ing parents of grace to give grace to children who desperately need
grace, then I am called not just to preach that grace but to live and
model it for my children every day. Writing this makes me weak in
my knees, because I know this is counterintuitive to me and to you.
As parents we lose our way, and we want our own way; we forget
God’s plan and follow our own plan. If we are ever to represent
the great Father well, we need to be fathered by him as well. If we
are going to give grace to our children, we need to confess that we
are but children in daily need of the Father’s care. If we are going
to be patient, we need to confess our need for patience. If we are
going to be forgiving, we need to admit our need for forgiveness. If
we are going to persevere, we need to humbly admit that our only
hope is that our heavenly Father will never give up on us. And if
we are going to teach our children to run to Jesus daily, we must

run to Jesus daily as well. If we want our children to be sad in the
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face of the sin of their hearts and hands, we must mourn our sin
as parents as well.

You see, it is only as we are willing to confess that we are more
like than unlike our children, that we ourselves need parenting every
day, that we will be parents in need of a father’s grace who will again
and again lead our children to the grace of the Father.






Principle: Recognizing what you are unable to do is essential
to good parenting.

It was a public scene. If you were near, it was impossible not to stop
whatever you were doing and look and listen. And for me it was
impossible not to wonder how many times that same scene was re-
peated by parents that same day, who meant well, but who had lost
their way. I know the belief that was behind what that mother did in
the mall that day. I know that belief because in my earlier parenting
days I bought into it too. In her heart of hearts that mom felt she was
being a good and faithful parent, that she was doing exactly what a
parent should do in that situation. And I don’t doubt her motives,
but what she did was propelled by something that many parents
believe, but that is dead wrong.

Unaware of those of us around her, she hurled accusations and
threats at her little boy. Her face was stern and her voice was loud,
and she just knew that talk would change that little boy. She knew
that what he did, he would never be so bold as to do again. She was
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letting him have it, and she believed that letting him have it would
change him. He quietly cried as she was so up in his face that ’'m sure
he could not only hear her words, but feel her breath. Yes, he would
remember his mom’s anger, but ’'m not so sure that anger would
do what was intended. She grabbed his hand and walked away, still
making her point as he dragged on behind her.

Do I think that that mom loved her little boy? Yes, I think she
probably did. But the way she parented him was shaped by buying
into something that just won’t ever work.

Powerless

You may be wondering what the title for this section of this chapter
has to do with the story you just read. That mother was in her son’s
face with threatening anger because she assigned to herself power
that she doesn’t have. I’ve bought into this delusion. I’ve heard par-
ents verbalize it. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll get my children to
believe.” “I will discipline the hell out of my children.” “It’s my job
to ensure that they do what is right.” “If I do nothing else, I will send
children out into the world who are prepared to live right.” “After
I’'m done with him, he’ll never even think of doing that again.” The
assessment in these statements that children need to change is right.
The deep desire for that change which motivates a parent is right.
The commitment to work for that change is right. Then what is
wrong with each of these statements? Each of them assumes power
on the part of parents that no parent has, and that assumption cre-
ates all kinds of parenting trouble.

If you are going to be what God has designed you to be as a
parent and do what he’s called you to do, you must confess one es-
sential thing. This confession has the power to change much about
the way you act and react toward your children. It is vital that you
believe and admit that you have no power whatsoever to change
your child. Now think again from the perspective of the gospel of
Jesus Christ, which is the central theme of the book that is our most

reliable parenting guide. If any human being possessed the power to
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create lasting change in any other human being, again, Jesus would
not have had to come! The incarnation, life, death, and resurrection
of Jesus stand as clear historical evidence that human power for
change does not exist. The reason God went to such an extreme and
elaborate extent in controlling the events of history so that at just
the right time his Son would come and do for us what we could not
do ourselves, is because there was no other way.

Parenting is not about exercising power for change in your chil-
dren. Parenting is about your humble faithfulness in being willing to
participate in God’s work of change for the sake of your children.
Parents, here’s what you need to understand: God has given you au-
thority for the work of change, but has not granted you the power to
make that change happen. But we buy into the delusion of thinking
again and again that that power is ours. We think that if we speak
just a little bit louder, or stand a little bit closer, or make the threat
a little bit scarier, or the punishment a little more severe, then our
children will change. And because the change doesn’t happen, we
tend to bring it on even stronger.

Oh, sure, you can scare or reward your children into temporary
change. You can temporarily buy them off or scare them off. You can
exercise temporary control over a child’s behavior, but what needs to
change in order for that change to last and bear fruit is something in-
side the child. Let me say it this way: the behavior of your children is
symptomatic of what is going on inside your children. Inside change
always precedes lasting outside change. In parenting, what you are
dealing with is way deeper than the need for behavioral change.
What you’re always dealing with is the need for heart change, and
we simply have no power at all to change another person’s heart.
(If you want to know more about that, there is a chapter coming
dedicated to that discussion.)

Now here’s the point: if as a parent you think that you have
power that you don’t have, you will do things that you should not
do and you will fail to do things that are vital to do. When you think
your job is to change your child and you’ve been given the power to
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do it, your parenting will tend to be demanding, aggressive, threaten-
ing, and focused on rules and punishments. In this kind of parenting
you are working to make your children into something rather than
working to help them to see something and seek something. In this
form of parenting, it is all about you and your children, rather than
you being an agent of what only God can do in your children. Your
hope is that you will exercise the right power, at the right time, and
in the right way so change in your children will result. That process
is profoundly different than working to be a useful tool in the hands
of a God of glorious transforming grace, who alone is your hope and
the hope of your children.

Here’s the bottom line for every parent: the change that has to
happen in each of your children, you can’t create. In fact, nowhere
in his Word has God tasked you with the responsibility to create it.
Good parenting is about becoming okay with the fact that you are
powerless to change your child. In fact, good parenting is about cel-
ebrating the fact that God has never and will never put the burden
of change on you. Because changing your children is a burden that
we could never bear, God bore that burden for us by sending his Son
to be the author of lasting personal change. The burden that caused
his death liberates us parents and gives new life to our children. Now
that’s good news! So our job is simple; it’s not to create change, but
to be humble and willing instruments of change in the hands of the
one and only author of change.

This means that you and I have to be willing to let go of those
old, human-power parenting habits. We have to stop with the loud
voices, the escalating threats, the subtle name calling, words of con-
demnation, ever-worsening punishments, telling our children how
much more righteous we are than they, the silent treatment, and
withholding affection when they’ve upset us. Don’t get me wrong
here. Your children do need you to exercise authority, but not as
the creator of change. They need you to exercise authority as the
representative of the author of all lasting change. This means that
you quit trying to exercise whatever power is available to you to get
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your children to change and begin to think as a representative. Rep-
resenting the God who gives us grace for change means looking for
daily opportunities to communicate that grace, helping our children
to see how they need that grace, and modeling that grace in the way
that we speak and act toward our children.

Now in case you’re wondering, I’'m not talking about forsaking
your authority as a parent. I’'m not talking about letting your chil-
dren do whatever they want to do. I’'m not talking about parenting
that has no correction or discipline. I’'m not talking about ignoring
the wrong things that your children do or ever calling wrong right.
What I’'m talking about is the exercise of parenting authority that
submits to the essential power of transforming grace. This kind of
authority abandons hope in human power and gladly places its hope
in the awesome power of God. His power alone is the hope of every
parent and every child whether they know it or not. You don’t get
up every morning and shoulder again the burden of your children’s
change; rather, you get up and surrender everything that you will do
and say that day to the God of change who has sent you to be his
representative.

Power Tools

Let me point you to the three most often used tools of parental
power that we tend to use to create change in our children.

Fear

The power that we buy into here is that we can issue a big enough
threat that creates a big enough fear to change our kids. So every day
with our children is marked by threats like this: “You do not want to
know what’s going to happen if I have come up these steps one more
time. [ will be on the news! ‘Father disciplines his children, pictures
and details on the news at ten o’clock.”” Or like this: “You clean
up your room and fast or I’ll empty it of everything but a mattress
and a pillow. Then you can sleep on the floor and think about how
sloppy you are and about all the things that you used to have that
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have been taken away.” And like this: “You do that again and you’ll
be grounded for months. I’ll ground you so long, you’ll forget what
the outside looks like!”

Why do we use threats? Because they’re temporarily effective.
Think about it: when you’re a full-grown adult and your child is
half your size, you are a threatening presence. Your bulging eyes,
red face, pointed finger, and loud voice are threatening. You can do
things that will make your child afraid to cross you, but a distinction
needs to be made here. Having a child that has enough experience of
what happens when you get angry, to make him afraid to cross you,
is profoundly different from having a child who is motivated by an
internal desire to do what is right and a knowledge that he needs
God’s help in order to do it.

The first child has not changed at all; he’s simply trying to avoid
your threats. If you would remove the threats or if he would discover
how to disobey without you knowing it, he would go right back to
the behaviors you have prohibited. Your threats haven’t stimulated
internal change; rather, your threats are a system of external control.
Remember that you represent the ultimate Father, who is not satis-
fied with using his power to just control us. He exercised his rule by
sending his Son to radically rescue and transform us. Yes, he does put
holy threats before us, but it is dramatically clear in Scripture that if
all we needed were a list of divine threats, again, the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus would not have been necessary.

I need to make another observation about the power of threats.
I’ve experienced what ’'m about to say, and I’ve talked to many par-
ents who have experienced it as well. There comes a time in the life
of all children when they are no longer threatened by their parents.
If you’ve depended on threats to control your kids, the moment that
I’m now talking about is both scary and depressing, because the
tool that you’ve used for years suddenly doesn’t work. I have four
children. ’'m about 5'10", and my shortest child is my daughter and
she’s about 6'1". She has three taller brothers. I ended my parenting
days, when our children were still in our home, by looking up to
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talk to my kids. If your children are physically taller than you and
way less dependent on you than they once were, you are no longer
a threatening presence. Once your kids begin to be your intellectual
and physical peers, they stop being threatened by you.

Threat without grace is a tool of external control that will fail
to change your son or daughter in the foundational way that every
child needs to be changed.

Reward

This may be the most popular way we fight our inability to change
our children. We manipulate them to do what we want them to do
by holding certain rewards in front of them. This strategy should not
be confused with God’s righteous work of motivating our obedience
by the promise of spiritual reward. Instead, we find something that
our child really wants, and we hold it out and say, “If you do

I will give you ”

Josh is eleven years old and is not getting along very well with
his seven-year-old sister, Mary. Mary is often left crying after one of
her encounters with her older brother. Josh’s parents have become
increasingly frustrated and discouraged because this has become a
daily occurrence. So Josh’s dad comes to him and says, “Josh, you
know that little drone that you’ve been looking at on the Internet?
Well, the drone can be yours. All you have to do is get along with
Mary for one month, just four short weeks, and that drone will be
yours.”

Josh then has the most loving, altruistic, patient, and kind four
weeks he has ever had with Mary. Josh’s mom and dad are amazed
that for a whole month Mary hasn’t cried once. They are basking in
their parental wisdom and success. So Josh’s dad orders the drone
and even pays for a rush delivery. The drone arrives, and Josh and
his dad assemble it together. They give it a little test drive in the
backyard and fifteen minutes later, they hear Mary crying as Josh is
chasing her around the back yard with his little drone.

Now think with me about what has happened here. The promise
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and purchase of the drone were Josh’s parents’ attempt to produce
something that they have no ability to produce. What looked like
a stunning success was a massive failure. You see, Josh wasn’t nice
to his sister for those four weeks because he had come to the point
where he saw how wrong his mistreatment of her was, confessed it
to God and his sister, and prayed for help to be more loving toward
her. Not at all! There was no recognition of wrong and desire for
change at all inside Josh. He hadn’t begun to feel a new compassion
and love for Mary. In fact, the only reason Josh was nice to Mary for
four weeks is because Josh loves Josh! This self-love was the same
reason he mistreated her in the first place. Now, not only has the self-
love, which caused Josh to do what was fun for him but hurtful to his
sister, remained, but it’s been rewarded. And what Josh does with the
new drone proves that there has been no change in him at all. This
will sound harsh, but it needs to be said: Josh’s parents’ strategy is
neither Christian nor parenting because they are not functioning as
ambassadors of what God wants to do in Josh’s life and because they
are not accepting their inability. They are not functioning as tools of
change in God’s hands.

But there is more. Although I’m sure Josh’s parents are not con-
sciously intending to do this, they are teaching Josh a skill they
probably don’t want him to have. It’s the skill of moral economics.
As the parental rewards are waved before him, Josh will do a cost/
benefit analysis. He will ask himself, “Is the reward they are offering
me a big enough payment for the behavior they want from me?”
Josh will learn to negotiate with his parents and up the ante. If a
child is negotiating reward with his parents, he has no moral guilt
and desire to do what is right inside him. He is just after what he
wants, and if a little temporary obedience is the price he has to pay,
he’s willing.

Change is about learning what is right, acknowledging that it is
right, confessing that you have been wrong, committing to a new
way of living, and seeking the help you need to do it. None of these
things have happened inside Josh, because his parents sadly suc-
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cumbed to the temptation to opt for control rather than to give
themselves to the hard, exhausting, and often discouraging work of
being tools of change in the hands of the only One who can produce
it. It is tempting for every parent, on any given day, in one of those
hard moments to see momentary control as better than long-term
change and to reach for whatever tool is at your fingertips to get your
kid to do what you want him to do.

Like fear, this tool will produce what you’re looking for only for a
while. When your child is young, there are many small and inexpen-
sive things that she might want which would grant you momentary
control. But as she matures, the cost for what would produce what
you want from her goes up, until there is nothing that you can afford
that might motivate her to do what you want. It’s at this point that
many grieved parents say, “What has happened to my child?” The
answer is, nothing has happened to your child; this is who she has
always been. You have just masked what was really going on inside
her with an endless series of rewards.

Shame

Shame and guilt are power tools that parents use more frequently
than we recognize. “I can’t believe that you would even think of
doing such a thing!” “When I was your age, I would have never
thought of doing that!” “In all my parenting days, I never thought
that I’d have to deal with such a thing!” “After all I’'ve done for you,
and this is the way you’re going to treat me.” “I sometimes wonder
where in the world you came from.” “You have no idea what you’ve
put us through.” None of these statements are about wooing and
winning your child for what is right. None of these statements are
meant to help them assess their hearts, confess their wrongs, and
reach out for help. These statements are about parents reaching for a
power tool: guilt. Whether it’s intentional or not, saying these things
is an attempt to shame our children into what is right.

Making your child feel horizontal guilt (this guilt is about you)
is very different from giving your child insight into his heart that
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causes him to feel vertical guilt (this is guilt with respect to God)
and the desire to change. For example, a mother says to her children,
who are driving her and her husband crazy, “I remember when your
father was a happy man. It was before we had children. Now, he is
so distressed by the things you do that he can barely concentrate at
work. Yesterday he called home eighteen times because he was so
concerned and distracted, and if he can’t concentrate at work, then
he could lose his job, and if he loses his job, then what will happen
to us? Look at him walking up the driveway. You can see how much
he dreads opening the door and hearing about the horrible things
you’ve done to one another all day!” ’ve set this up humorously,
but you get the point.

In these moments as parents we are not working to help our chil-
dren see what they need to see so that they would become dissatis-
fied with who they are and reach out for our help and the Lord’s. In
these moments, we are denying our powerlessness and reaching for
whatever tool is at our disposal that will help us to control our kids.
Guilt and shame are very powerful tools, because it’s natural for our
children to want us to accept and appreciate them. It’s natural for
them to want us to be pleased and proud of them. Every child ever
born wants to be loved. So guilt and shame are temporarily effective
tools of parental control.

Notice that I said “temporarily effective.” Like all tools of paren-
tal control, guilt and shame have a short-term positive harvest and
a long-term negative legacy. At some point every child quits being
moved by guilt and begins to get tired of being put down. At some
point children begin to understand the dynamics of their relationship
with you. At some point, even though they cannot verbalize it, chil-
dren begin to understand the difference between control and patient
love. They begin to see the difference between you using old tools to
get them to do something and you lovingly being God’s tool to help
them be something. At some point they begin to distance themselves
from you in order to protect themselves from the guilt and shame
that often seems to come when you are near.
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The lack of communication, closeness, and affection that exists
between parents and their older children is often the sad legacy of
the ways we tried to control our kids. Our heavenly Father is never
content with just controlling us. Control is no problem for him; he’s
sovereign after all. But in grace he wanted more for us. So he devised
a plan that would result in our forgiveness and complete transforma-
tion. In Jesus he made a way for us to see our sin, to confess it, to be
granted complete forgiveness, and to be blessed with both the desire
and the power to change. He is the Redeemer, and so he is unwilling
to settle for anything less than radical personal heart and life change.

It is important to understand two things:

1. This is the work that he has called us to as parents, and we
cannot settle for anything less.

2. We have no ability to do this work on our own, and recogniz-
ing our inability is essential to being what we are supposed to
be and doing what we are supposed to do as parents.

Here’s the good news: we can admit our powerlessness as par-
ents and not live in constant panic and frustration. We can embrace
our inability and not worry our way through our parenting years.
Why? Because as parents we serve a gloriously loving and powerful
Redeemer. He loves our children infinitely more than we do and as
evidence of that love, he has placed them in a family of faith where
the story of his love will be heard again and again. He has power
beyond our ability to understand. The same mind-boggling power
he exercised to raise Jesus from the dead, he now unleashes to give
sight, conviction, power, and desire to our desperately needy chil-
dren. In grace he will never turn his back on your cries as a parent
and on your children’s cries as they reach out for him. He delights
in love. He delights in reconciliation. He delights in repentance and
change. He delights in showering his power down on his children to
do for them what is his will, but what they cannot do for themselves.

Good parenting lives at the intersection of a humble admission of

personal powerlessness and a confident rest in the power and grace
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of God. The questions for you right here, right now are: Do you have
that rest? Is your parenting driven by worry that causes you to do
and say things that you shouldn’t do or say? Do you find yourself
being willing to settle for control, rather than giving yourself to the
hard process of change? Are you working to get your children to
do what you want them to do rather than helping them to be what
God wants them to be? Do you parent with a powerful and loving
Redeemer in view?

God is with you. He wants what is best for you and your children,
and no one but he has the power to produce it. He has not placed the
burden of change on your shoulders because he would not require
you to do what you cannot do. God has simply called you as a par-
ent to be a humble and faithful tool of change in the lives of your
children. And for that there is moment by moment by moment grace.
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Principle: If you are not resting as a parent in your identity
in Christ, you will look for identity in your children.

Few parents think about it and almost none are aware that they do
it every single day. Your parenting is always shaped by where you
look for identity. This may seem like the most impractical suggestion
you’ve ever read in a parenting book, but what this chapter is about
explains much of the struggle we all experience as we seek to parent
our children. It explains why our children have a profound ability
to hurt us. It defines why they can make us so angry. It helps you
understand how your children have the ability to steal your joy and
rob you of your sleep. It explains why you take the success or failure
of your children so personally. It defines why your children have the
ability to make you feel hugely proud or deeply embarrassed. No
matter how much you love your children, the things I have just de-
scribed are not love struggles; they are identity struggles, and when
you get a hold of this, it will change how you see yourself as a parent

and how you daily interact with your children.
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Sally put her whole life on hold for one purpose and one purpose
alone: to make something of her children. She read long books to
them before they could talk and had them in music school when
kindergarten was still a few years off. Once her children were in
school, she not only demanded academic excellence for them, but she
chose a variety of extracurricular activities that they were required to
participate in, because she thought they would prepare her children
for a successful future. Between school and all the other required in-
volvements, Sally’s children had almost no time to themselves. Even
the weekends were filled with trips to the museum, the symphony’s
matinee performances, and community service projects. Sally was
committed to her dream of lavishly successful children, so not only
was she driven and unrelenting, but she drove them too.

I met Sally’s son, Jamie, because Sally reached out to me for help
with him. His grades at school began to fall, and he had missed
showing up for some of his regularly scheduled responsibilities. Sally
had begun to worry, but it all came to a head one morning when
Jamie refused to leave his room, refused to go to school, and said
he had no plans to ever touch his violin again. This kicked off an
ugly two-hour battle between Jamie and Sally. Finally, he went to
school, but when she went to pick him up for his music lesson, he
was nowhere to be found and didn’t show up at home until ten
o’clock that night.

Sally saw the dream that she had worked for all those years slip-
ping through her fingers, and she was in a panic. She called me and
said that Jamie was out of control, that he would not talk to her, and
that she needed help fast. Two days later I met with Sally and Jamie
for the first time. I want to describe to you what the two people
looked like who sat in front of me that day. Sally was clearly angry
and impatient; she fidgeted and sighed. Jamie looked like a beaten
and defeated young man; he sat with his head down as if he were
facing his execution. I tried my best to interview Sally as to what was
going on, but she resisted and told me that she didn’t know why I
was wasting time talking to her and that it was Jamie who needed
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the help. She said more than once, “I have worked too hard for too
long to throw it all away because my son woke up one morning
and decided he wanted to be lazy. I need you to help me get the old
Jamie back.”

So I asked Sally to leave for a few minutes so I could talk to Jamie
alone. She wasn’t happy leaving, but she did. The first question I
asked Jamie when we were alone together was what was going on.
I wanted it to be open-ended. I didn’t want him to think I was his
mother’s hired gun, although my heart went out to her. As soon as
the question had come out of my mouth, Jamie began to cry. He was
embarrassed that he was crying, but I assured him it was okay. Qui-
etly, but with the fatalistic anger of a broken young man, he said, “I
can’t do it anymore, I just can’t. It’s never enough. The pressure never
stops. I have no free time, I have no friends, I have no choices, all 1
have is work from the moment I get up in the morning until I crash in
bed. I practice two hours before school, I have writing classes, music
lessons, and college prep after school, and then homework and two
more hours of practicing before I hit the bed. And, oh, I forgot, I
am required to participate in at least one sport each quarter. I’'m not
Superman. I just can’t do it anymore, so I told my mom that I quit,
I wouldn’t do it anymore. I haven’t been to school and all my other
stuff for a few days because I have refused to get out of bed and when
I finally get out of bed, I won’t leave my room. If I had some place
to run to, I would run, but I don’t.”

As I listened to Jamie, I knew this wasn’t a ploy. He wasn’t just
messing with his mom. I knew Jamie meant what he was saying. He
had gotten off the success train, and there was nothing that would
get him back on again. But there was something else I knew. I knew
that I needed to talk to his mom because I knew this mess wasn’t
just about Jamie being rebellious and lazy. It was about her too,
about heart issues for her that were deep and would be hard for her
to accept.

Ask yourself: “What is going on when a parent drives a child to
mental, physical, and emotional exhaustion, to the point where the
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child is willing to throw his or her life away to escape the demands?
What is going on inside parents when they are with their child every
day, yet they don’t see that something is wrong, they don’t notice the
breakdown as it’s happening? What is going on when the child is not
allowed to stop because the parent can’t face what it will mean if the
child stops? What is going on in the heart of a parent who is more
focused on success than on the child who is required to deliver it?”

I invited Sally back in and told her how concerned I was for
Jamie, and then I told her that I would like to counsel not only
Jamie, but her as well. As I said it, I could see her posture stiffen.
“I didn’t come here for counsel. I think 'm doing quite well, given
the burdens of parenting I’'m bearing.” I tried to kindly tell her that
I didn’t think it would work to talk to Jamie without talking to her
as well. She could hear only that I was taking Jamie’s part, and she
told me that I wouldn’t be talking to either her or Jamie. Obviously
offended, she left quickly.

I wish I could tell you that Sally and Jamie’s story is unique, but
it’s not. I think there are thousands and thousands of parents who
are doing what Sally did with Jamie. It’s not because they’re unkind,
unloving, or abusive. It’s not because they don’t care what happens
to their children. I am about to say something that will confuse you.
I’m convinced this success-driven system of unrelenting rules, perfor-
mances, and obligations exists because these parents care too much
about the present and future success of their children. The desire
for successful children is a good thing that has become a bad thing
because it’s become a ruling thing. It causes parents to do things
that ultimately crush and embitter their children, all in the name of
something good. Read on and let me clear up any confusion.

The Identity Quest

Human beings were designed to be interpreters. We were created
to be rational. We were made to be always thinking. Our thoughts
always precede and therefore shape and direct our activity. No action
that we take, no choice that we make, and none of the words that
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we say are in a vacuum. All our actions and reactions are connected
to who we think we are, who we think God is, what we think life
is about, what we think is important, where we go to find help, and
what we look to in order to give us peace, rest, and security. At street
level, we don’t really live based on the facts of our existence, but
based on the sense that we are making out of those facts. That’s why
you can have two people in the very same situation who respond in
very different ways to the same set of facts. Your belief system or
your worldview is always being exposed by how you parent those
who have been entrusted to your care. You don’t respond as a par-
ent because of who your children are and because of what they’re
doing, but because of the way you make sense out of who they are
and what you’re doing.

Here are a couple examples. If you say to your child, “I can’t be-
lieve you would do this to me!” you are not responding to the facts
of the situation, but to your interpretation of those facts. Your inter-
pretation is that what your child has done, whether he acknowledges
it or not, is a personal attack on you in some way. Or if you spend
more time punishing your children for breaking the law than you
do talking to your children about Jesus, who perfectly kept the law
on their behalf because God knew they never would, your response
is not shaped by the fact of their disobedience, but by the sense you
are making of their disobedience and how it will change. It is impor-
tant for all parents to examine the system of belief that shapes their
moment-by-moment interactions with their children.

One of the central components of this personal system of belief
is the question of identity and meaning and purpose. Every parent
asks and in some way answers the “Who am I?” question, and every
parent asks and answers the “Where is my meaning and purpose
in life to be found?” question. And the way that you answer these
questions will determine how you speak and act toward your kids.
There are only two places for you and me to look for identity. One
place to look is vertically, getting our identity and the direction and
assessment of potential from God—from his love and acceptance, his
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forgiving grace, his constant presence, his power and his promises,
and the glory of all of these that he’s showered down on us. When
we do this, we come to parenting with hearts that are full and satis-
fied, we live with courage and hope, and we are not needy, because
we have found all that we need in him. As Peter writes, “His divine
power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness,
through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and
excellence, by which he has granted to us his precious and very great
promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the di-
vine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the world
because of sinful desire” (2 Pet. 1:3-4).

Notice the period of time that the hope of this passage is address-
ing. Peter is not talking about salvation past or salvation future, but
about the work of God for you right here, right now. As a Christian
parent, no matter what is happening with your kids, you can wake
up in the morning and know that you are deeply and faithfully loved
by the most important person in the universe. Because God loves
you, he hasn’t left you to your own wisdom, strength, and resources.
Because he loves you, he will never forsake you in your parenting
struggle. Because he loves you, he has connected you to things that
are vastly bigger than you. Because he loves you, he not only forgives
you, but he also gives you the grace to do better. Because he loves
you, he works daily to grow and change you so that you are better
able to do what he’s called you to do. Because he loves you, he works
to satisfy your heart and fill you with joy that doesn’t depend on
circumstances. He loves you so much that he has come to live inside
you. He doesn’t just make promises to you; he is present with you in
all his power, grace, and glory so that you can have peace of heart,
purpose and direction, and courage to face your parenting day.

If you are not resting in your vertical identity, you will look hori-
zontally, searching to find yourself and your reason for living in
something in the creation. That could be your possessions, your ac-
complishments, your career, your spouse, your children, and the list
goes on. The problem with this is that created things were never de-
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signed to give you identity. They were never designed to satisfy your
heart and give you peace. They were not made to give you meaning
and purpose. Every good thing in creation is designed to point you
to the One who alone is able to give you the identity, peace, and
meaning that your heart seeks.

It never works to look to a broken, dysfunctional creation for
identity. It always leads to disappointment, fear, anxiety, drivenness,
and more control than any one of us will ever have (read 2 Pet.
1:8-9). Peter actually proposes that you can be a Christian and have
a life that is “ineffective or unfruitful” because you have forgot-
ten who you are and what you have been given. Sadly, I think this
describes many parents. They are looking to get from their children
what they have already been given in Christ, and they don’t know
that they are doing it. And their anxiety and drivenness as a parent
is the result of identity amnesia. Identity amnesia will always lead
to identity replacement. What this means for a parent is that if you
are not getting your identity from God and the work of his Son, you
will probably try to get it from your children.

Now there are three things to say about trying to get your identity
from your children. First, it is a very natural thing to do and a very
hard thing to fight. In fact, probably every parent falls into this trap
in some way. Second, parenting is a miserable place to look for iden-
tity. Think about it: you are parenting lost, rebellious, foolish, blind,
self-ruling sinners. I’'m not picking on your children. I have just de-
scribed every fallen human being born into God’s world. Third, it is
a crushing burden for your children to have to get up every morning
and carry the heavy load of your identity and meaning and purpose
and all the expectations and demands that flow from it. No child
will carry that load well.

What I have just described is exactly what was happening to Sally
and Jamie, and neither one of them knew it. Sally thought she was
just being a good mom. But what she didn’t realize is that that system
of unrelenting demands was not being done by Sally for Jamie, but
by Sally for Sally. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t think Sally was self-
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centered, “it’s all about me,” but she was looking for Jamie to give
her a kind of meaning, purpose, and peace of heart that he could
never give her. She looked to this fifteen-year-old boy to give her life
worth, and he was breaking under the load. The result was that they
were both miserable and in a war that neither of them understood
or wanted to be in.

Don’t be too hard on Sally. In some way we all look for identity
and security where it cannot be found. We all tend to try to get too
much of our meaning and purpose from our children. We all tend
to ride the up-and-down roller coaster of their compliance or resis-
tance. We all tend to need them to be successful too much. And when
we look to our children to give us what we already have in Jesus,
we drive them to succeed not simply because we know it is best for
them, but because we need their success to feel good about ourselves
and to have a reason to get up in the morning and continue. We
need their love and respect in order to feel good about our lives. We
need them to look a certain way and act a certain way in order to
feel that our work as a parent has been worth it. So although we
love our kids, we don’t just bring love to our parenting of them, but
neediness, which brings self-centeredness, an entitlement, a demand-
ingness, and a drivenness to our parenting. Even though we don’t
know it, we begin to treat our kids as if they were given to us to be
a living argument or case statement for the fact that we are good
people and are doing our job in life well. And perhaps the desire to
raise children that we can be proud of is really a desire to feel good
about ourselves and the way we have lived our life.

Parents, this is an exhausting and discouraging way to live. It is
exhausting to need little, immature sinners to perform well in order
to feel good about yourself and your life. It’s exhausting to chase
success after success, never being fully satisfied. It’s discouraging to
feed off the love of someone too immature to give it to you faithfully.
It’s discouraging to personalize your children’s failures as if they
were intentionally plotting against you. It’s exhausting to load your
schedule with activity after activity until you have little free time left
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because you need your children to succeed. It’s discouraging to have
to face the sin and struggle of your children when you need near
perfection to feel it’s been worth it. It’s exhausting and discouraging
to ask your kids to give you what they cannot give and for you to
need so deeply what you have no power to produce. And as your
children get older, they begin to realize that much of what you have
been doing has not been for them, but for yourself.

Parents, your children can’t give you life. They can’t give you
sturdy hope. They can’t give you worth. They can’t give you peace
of heart. They can’t give you right desires and motivation. They can’t
give you strength to go on. They can’t give you confidence and cour-
age in the middle of a trial. And they can’t give you that ultimate,
heart-satisfying love that you long for. I’'m going to say it in a way
that I hope will get your attention. It just never works to ask your
children to be your own personal saviors. This is a burden they will
never bear well, and it will introduce trouble and struggle into your
relationship with them. Jesus is your life, and this frees you and your
children from the burden of asking them to give you what your Sav-
ior has already given you.

Sally was growingly fearful, angry, and discouraged, and Jamie
was exhausted and angry too. The more she demanded, the more he
resisted. Her relationship with Jamie was disintegrating right before
her eyes, but she did not see it and kept driving forward. It was all
the sad result of looking to get her identity from a broken and imma-
ture young man who would never be able to deliver it to her. Parents,
we can do better because of the presence, promises, and power of

Jesus that have been lavished on us by grace.

So How Do You Know?

How do you know if you’re putting your identity on the shoulders
of your children? How can you know if you are asking your kids to
do for you what God has already done for you in his Son? What are
the signs that your parenting is driven more by what you need from
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your children than by what God wants to do through you in your

children? Here are five sure indications.

1. Too much focus on success. Of course, if you love your chil-
dren, you are going to want them to do well. No parent wants her
children to fail. You want your children to achieve and to be re-
spected. All parents want their children to try harder and to accom-
plish more. But this is very different from becoming too focused,
too obsessed, and too driven by the achievements of your children.

Could it be that you want your children to succeed too much
because you need them to succeed? Could it be that your children
are beginning to break under the heavy load of your expectations?
Could it be that the resistance you are getting from your children is
there not because they are rebellious and lazy, but because you are
asking too much of them? Could it be that you are so focused on
your children’s accomplishments that you have not paid enough at-
tention to the condition of their hearts? Could it be that your focus
on success as a parent is not spiritually healthy for you or your chil-
dren because this focus is rooted in asking your children to give you

that satisfaction of heart that they will never be able to give?

2. Too much concern about reputation. This cannot be repeated
enough. Write down what you’re about to read and tape it to the
mirror you look at as you begin each day: God didn’t give you your
children to build your reputation but to publicly proclaim bis. Ver-
tical identity amnesia leaves us all too worried about what others
think about us and what we are doing. It produces in many parents a
fear of man that causes us to hide and deny our struggles and present
to the world children who are more perfect than any of our children
actually are. And when you are too concerned about your public
face as a parent, you don’t seek the help you need in your struggle
because in order to seek that help you have to admit that you’re not
doing so well. It never works to treat a child, who is still broken and
needs to be daily rescued by grace, as your trophy.
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Could it be that your reputation as a parent means too much to
you? Could it be that what others think of your children is too im-
portant to you? Could it be that you’re asking immature little sinners
to go out and polish your reputation as a mom or dad? Could it be
that your desire for reputation keeps you from admitting and seeking

help for those places where your parenting is broken?

3. Too great a desire for control. If you need your children to suc-
ceed and enhance your reputation because, as a parent, you need the
identity that comes from that, then you are going to want to control
situations, locations, and people to make sure that happens. There is
a significant difference between exercising proper parental authority
over your children and a desire to exercise such control over their
lives that you can be sure to get from them what you think you need.
Under this system of control, children never have the freedom to
make mistakes, to learn how to evaluate choices, to decide between
options, to develop a reasonable schedule, to assess their potential,
to recognize gifts, to discern when they are overcommitted, to learn
how to leave time for a healthy relationship with God and others,
and to see how good things become bad things when they become
ruling things.

Could it be that your desire for success has caused you to exercise
a level of control that actually is in the way of your child’s growth
and development? Could it be that your anxiety as a parent comes
from the fact that you are trying to exercise control over things you
don’t have the power to control? Could it be that your quest for par-
enting control has kept you from resting in the perfectly wise control

of your heavenly Father over you and your children?

4. Too much emphasis on doing rather than being. In our paren-
tal struggle with success, reputation, and control, we begin to lose
sight of what is actually of greatest value to the One we represent.
Think about this: God really did harness all the forces of the natural

world and direct all the various events of human history so that his
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Son would come, and by his life and death, rescue us from us. God
did this radical, life-altering thing not first so that your children
would be successful, but so that they would be united again in a
love relationship with him and live lives that are pleasing in his sight.
What you and your children need most is not success; it’s redemp-
tion. What you and your children need is not the glory of personal
achievement but rescue from your bondage to self-glory so that you
can enjoy the freedom of living for the glory of another.

Could it be that the achievements that you want your children
to produce have kept you from focusing on the things that they
desperately need but cannot produce? Could it be that the focus
on physical, social, and educational accomplishments has kept you
from focusing on their hearts? Could it be that your focus on what
you want them to do has put you in the way of what God alone can
form your children to be? Could it be that what God values in your
children is different from the values that drive your expectations of
and responses to your children?

5. Too much temptation to make it personal. When you need
your children to be successful, when you need them to build your
reputation, and when you need to be in control, you will personalize
what is not personal. In subtle ways the focus shifts from how their
behavior is viewed by God to how it affects you. It becomes “how
could you do this to me?” rather than “this violates what God has
called you to be.” It simply devastates a relationship to make some-
thing personal that is not personal. It makes your children feel that
they are being accused of something they did not do. Let’s say your
son leaves a royal mess in the kitchen, and you say to him, “After all
I do for you, and this is the way you leave the kitchen?” Now, ex-
amine the logic there. Is what he did personal or simply the result of
the laziness and self-centeredness of sin that we all still carry around
with us? Do you really think that that morning he woke up and said
to himself, “At 7:12 a.m. ’'m going to drive my mom crazy. [ know
what I will do; I’ll leave a big mess all over the kitchen. Yeah, that
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will drive her crazy.” Of course, that is not what happened! What he
did was not personal in that way, and neither are many of the other
things he does that you have to deal with as his parent. To personal-
ize it misses the point of how God is using that moment to reveal his
heart to you, and it causes you to accuse him of intentions that he
didn’t actually have.

Could it be that tension has been caused in your relationship to
your children because you have tended to personalize what is not
personal? Could it be that your desire to get things from your chil-
dren has caused you to take personal offense at things that are not
personal? Could it be that in important parenting moments your
tendency to take offense causes you to stand against your children
rather than to stand with them in their struggle with sin? Could it be
that taking personal offense has caused you to respond with anger
to what God is calling you to meet with grace?

Isn’t it good to know that God’s presence with us and provision
for us are so full, faithful, and complete that we really do come to
our parental calling with everything we need to be what he’s called
us to be and to do what he’s called us to do? Isn’t it good to know
that because Jesus gives us life overflowing, we are freed from look-
ing for life from our children or anywhere else? Isn’t it good to know
that because we are the children of God, we have reason to continue
even on our worst, most disastrous parenting day? Isn’t it good to
know that as Jesus fully satisfies our hearts, we don’t have to ask our
children to provide that satisfaction? It really is the completeness of
the work of Jesus for us that frees us from coming to our parenting
task needy, exhausted, and discouraged, asking our children to give
us what they will never ever be able to give. The question of the mo-
ment is, Are you experiencing that wonderful freedom as a parent?






rocess

Principle: You must be committed as a parent to long-view
parenting because change is a process and not an event.

We all want it and none of us ever get it. It can be so frustrating at
times. You would love to have it just once, but it seems to evade you
every time. As a parent, you probably don’t consciously think about
it much, but the desire is there, and it stimulates much impatience
and disappointment. We all tend to think that we have the power to
produce it, but we don’t. We all say and do things that we think will
create it, but our words and actions simply don’t have the power that
we think they do. Here’s what I’'m talking about. We want parenting
to be a series of events rather than a lifelong process. So in moments
of discipline we get loaded for bear; we get cranked up emotionally
and think that if we are stern enough and loud enough, and make
threats that are big enough, we will win, and our children will in-
stantly change. I have had parent after parent say something like this
to me: “Paul, I’ve tried everything you have suggested and it hasn’t

worked.” My question at that point always is, “How do you know?”
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Let me give you a couple examples. Your four-year-old son just
hit his two-year-old sister. You say, “Why would you do such a
thing?” Now what you want him to say is, “I hit her because of the
sin in my heart. It makes me selfish, jealous, and violent, and I am a
person who needs to be rescued from myself. You know, Mom, the
greatest danger to me lives inside me not outside me, and for that
I need a Savior.” He’s hit her seventy times before, you’ve had this
conversation before, and you’re tired of having it. You just want him
to confess and seek help for once. Couldn’t it all happen in just one
conversation? Instead, what he answers to your question is, “She
always takes my stuff. I tell her not to, but she won’t listen. Why
don’t you yell at her for not listening?” At that point you’re very
discouraged, and you can feel yourself losing it.

Or it’s 12:25 a.m. and the teenager, whom you told to be in be-
fore midnight and who promised she would, is not home yet, and
although she has a cell phone, has not called. You’re sitting in the
living room, staring at the front door, cell phone in your hand, and
steaming. Suddenly, you hear the car pull into the driveway, screech
to a halt, and in seconds the door burst open. You’ve been in this
scene with her several times. She’s told you she hates her curfew, but
that she’ll try to do better. She always acts irritated when you remind
her once again when she is supposed to be in. You don’t want to hear
her catalog of quasi-creative excuses, and you don’t want her to tell
you again that a few minutes late doesn’t make any difference or
that at least she’s not drinking or taking drugs. The conversation you
wanted to have, where she would acknowledge her irresponsibility,
quit shifting the blame, and own her need of help, is once again not
going to happen, so you tell her to go to bed and you’ll talk about
it in the morning. You go to bed discouraged that you have to go
through these scenes again and again.

Here the gospel of Jesus Christ provides the ultimate model of
what God has called us to as parents. Think about how God the
Father works change into our lives as his children. Because of the
complete work of Jesus, we are welcomed into God’s family, with all
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of the rights and privileges of being his children. We have been fully
justified and completely accepted, but we are not complete, because
there is massive change that needs to take place in us. Let me say it
this way: the power of sin has been broken, but the presence of sin
still remains and will be progressively eradicated. The most impor-
tant word in the last sentence is progressively. Here’s what is im-
portant to understand: the Father’s work of justification is an event,
but his work of transformation is literally a life-long process. When
justifying you, God is fully aware that he is committing himself to a
day-by-day process of illumining, confronting, convicting, forgiving,
transforming, and delivering grace.

I love how Paul characterizes this process in 1 Timothy 1:16:
“But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost,
Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those
who were to believe in him for eternal life.” Paul is saying, “Because
I am the worst of all sinners, Jesus will be able to use me as a case
study of how patient he is able and willing to be as he does his work
of grace. So those who need to entrust themselves to the Father will
be encouraged by the extent of his patience.”

Parents, there is your model. Parenting is not a series of dramatic
confrontation-confession events, but rather a life-long process of
incremental awareness and progressive change. The four-year-old
will not say after you confront him, “I am a self-centered, self-ruling
idolater in need of redemption.” The middle schooler will not be-
come a fully transformed human being and the teenager will still
need your parenting wisdom. I think that the desire for overnight
change gets us into trouble.

It’s the day you’re leaving for vacation, and you have parented
your children all year long. It would be nice if they could give you a
break during your vacation. Now, consider what you’re wishing for.
You’re hoping that the little sinners, who needed so much of your
attention the day before, have been transformed during the night
into fully sanctified, self-parenting little human beings. But you’re
not seven-tenths of a mile down the road, and they’re already fight-
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ing in the back of the van. You begin to lose it and threaten to turn
around, drive back home, and cancel the vacation.

A misunderstanding of what you’ve been called to as a parent will
always set up unrealistic expectations of your children and frustra-
tions as a parent that will tempt you to do and say things that you
shouldn’t do or say. Let me explain.

The Blind Leading the Blind

Parenting would be infinitely easier if all you were dealing with was
wrong behavior. But what you’re dealing with is something deeper
and more deadly. The Bible states very clearly that one of the most
dangerous aspects of sin, which all parents deal with personally and
which all parents deal with in their children, is the fact that sin blinds
(see Isa. 6:10; 43:8, 18; Zeph. 1:17; Matt. 15:14; John 2:10; 2 Cor.
4:4; Heb. 3:12-13). I have said it many times: “Sin blinds, and guess
who it blinds first? I have no problem seeing the sin of my family
members, neighbors, and friends, but I can be quite surprised when
somehow my sin is exposed.” This is what you are dealing with in
your children.

It would be bad enough that children are predisposed by sin to
rebel against authority, to want to write their own rules, and to
therefore do what is wrong. But as you’re dealing with these things,
you’re also parenting a little person who does not see his sin or him-
self accurately. What is wrong doesn’t look so wrong to them, and
who they are isn’t apparent to them. Your children are not just self-
ish and rebellious; they are blind. What, by God’s grace, is clear to
you is not clear to them. What seems obvious to you is not obvious
to them. And the response that we think should be natural is coun-
terintuitive to them. They think they are okay, but they’re not okay.
They think they are right, but they’re not right. They think they have
decided wisely, but they have been foolish. And because they think
these things, they don’t think that they need your parental help. No
wonder our children are resistant!

The problem with the four-year-old is not just that he hit his
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sister, but that he feels fully justified in hitting her. He thinks she is
to blame, and he thinks that she needs your correction more than he
does. And he thinks these things because he is blind. Your teenage
daughter doesn’t think that repeatedly coming in late is a big deal.
She does think you’re being overly dramatic and judgmental. She
does think she is a responsible person, with valid excuses. She does
think that you just need to chill because she doesn’t really have a
problem that requires your attention. And she thinks these things
because she is blind.

No parent is able to escape the deceiving power of sin. All parents
need to understand the power of spiritual blindness as they think of
the task that God has called them to. Your job would be so much
easier if you were parenting a spiritually sighted person, who saw
herself accurately. But there is more.

Spiritual blindness is unlike physical blindness in one very signifi-
cant way. When you are physically blind, you know you are blind
and you immediately do things to compensate for this significant
physical deficiency. I have a friend who has been blind since he was
nine years old. I am amazed by the many things he has learned to
do, and do well, that we would think require sight. Because he was
confronted with his blindness as a child, he has been on a life-long
quest to limit the restrictions blindness places on his life. When 1
am with him, he never fails to amaze me as I experience again the
creative way he works around his blindness. It may seem silly to say,
but all of this creativity has been fueled by the fact that he knows
he is blind.

Personal spiritual blindness, the kind of blindness that is in every
child of every parent, is not like what my friend is dealing with.
Why? Because spiritual blindness carries with it one component that
makes it all the more dangerous and hard to deal with. Unlike physi-
cal blindness, where you know you are blind, spiritually blind people
are blind to their blindness. They are blind, but they think they see
quite well. Spiritual blindness happens at the intersection of the de-
ceptiveness of sin and the delusion of self-knowledge. Both of these
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are operating in the hearts of all of our children. They are not just
misbehaving; they are blind to their misbehavior and the sin of their
hearts that creates it. Understanding this alters the way we need to
think about the parenting process.

The conversation with the four-year-old is complicated by the
fact that you’re not talking to a sighted person. The confrontation
with the teenage girl is made much more difficult by the fact that
you are talking to someone who is blind. It’s not that your children
don’t confess quickly and change quickly—it’s that they don’t see
what you see. And because they don’t see what you see, they think
you are wrong and needlessly judgmental. You’re just not going to
get one-conversation turnarounds, and going into times of correction
with those expectations will create lots of irritation, impatience, and
discouragement inside you.

But something else needs to be factored into this discussion.
When it comes to spiritual blindness, you and I are more like our
children than unlike them. Sin renders us blind too. Sin makes us all
too self-assured and self-reliant too. Sin causes us to see ourselves
as okay when we’re not okay. Sin causes us to resist correction and
to be offended and defensive when we are confronted. Sin makes us
activate our inner lawyers and rush to our defense when it would be
better for us to listen, consider, and be willing to confess. Like our
children, we are in need of a Father who will patiently work over
a long period of time to help us to see. We need a Father who, in
mercy, will not demand instantaneous change. We need a Father who
understands our condition and confronts us not just with his rebuke,
but with his grace. And although you are an adult and have perhaps
known God for years, you still have pockets of spiritual blindness in
you and you still tend to resist the care that you yet need. Like our
children, you and I do the same wrong things over and over again
because we are not only blind, but we are blind to our blindness.
We need compassionate, patient care if we are ever going to change,

and so do our children.
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Parenting, the Never-Ending Conversation

So how should all of this restructure and reshape the way we think
about the task that God has called us to as parents? What should our
expectations and commitments be? And what character is required
so that we can be part of what God is seeking to do in the lives of
our children and not in the way of it? What needs to be done, we
can’t do, but we have been chosen to be a ready tool in the hands of
the One who is ready and able to do it. So, if you want to be a sharp
and ready tool in the hands of the great Author of change, here are

three mentalities that need to shape your parenting.

1. You Need to Parent with a Process Mentality

It’s important to make the mental/spiritual shift from viewing parent-
ing as a series of unrelated corrective encounters to viewing parent-
ing as a life-long connected process. Since change is most often a
process and seldom an event, you have to remember that you can’t
look for a dramatic transformational conclusion to your encounters
with your children. Seldom is change the result of a dramatic mo-
ment. So you have partial conversations and unfinished moments,
but in each moment you are imparting wisdom to your child, each
moment you are exposing your child’s heart, each moment you are
building your child’s self-awareness, each moment you are enliven-
ing your child’s conscience, each moment you are giving your child
great God-awareness, each moment you are constructing a biblical
worldview for your child, and each moment you are giving the Spirit
of God an opportunity to do things in and for your child that you
cannot do.

The wise Father of you and your children designed parenting
to be a bit-by-bit, piece-by-piece process. He has called you to take
advantage of the little moments of life to take little steps with your
children. He has called you to be content with adding another piece
to their view of themselves, God, others, and life. He has called

you to be content with adding another piece to their moral/spiritual
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awareness. Here’s what parenting is: it’s unfinished people (we par-
ents) being used of God as agents of transformation in the lives of
unfinished people. And, yes, it is true that like you, your children will
leave your home still unfinished. One of the last things Jesus said to
his disciples is that he had many more things to teach them, but they
were not at that time able to bear them. So he promised them that he
would send another teacher to complete his work. The world’s best
teacher had a process mentality and because he did, he was willing
to leave his work to unfinished people (see John 16:12-15).

2. You Need to See Parenting as One Unending Conversation

As a parent, I find this mentality incredibly freeing. Let me explain.
You are freed from the pressure of needing to get from your child
what you are never going to get in a single conversation. You know
that this conversation is only one moment in an ongoing conversa-
tion that began when the child was born and will probably not even
end when your child leaves your home. You are liberated from hav-
ing to load your hopes for your child into one conversation, because
you know that you live with this child and you will get many more
opportunities.

You see, God loves your child even more than you do, and be-
cause he loves her, he has put her in a family of faith, and he will
expose what is wrong with that child again and again so that you
have opportunity after opportunity to take yet another step in the
process of awareness, conviction, commitment, and change that he
has called you to be part of in the life of your child. So each day you
look for another opportunity to advance that critical conversation
one more step and because you do, you don’t consider those mo-
ments where correction is needed to be interruptions or hassles, but
gifts of grace afforded you by a God who is at work in the hearts
and lives of your children. So you’re not mad at your children for
needing you; you’re happy for another opportunity to continue the
process. Here, in a phrase, is what you are committing yourself to:

many mini-moments of change.



Process 93

It may be a few moments at bedtime; it may be a brief talk at
the dinner table; it may be a few carefully chosen words at the mall;
it may be a few comments after school; it may be a back-and-forth
discussion in the SUV. But you’re called to be thankful for each one
and for the incremental steps that are being taken to rescue, restore,
and transform your children. You get up each day aware of what will
be required, but thankful that for another day you can take more

steps with your children in the most important process in the world.

3. You Need to Parent with a Project Mentality

Instead of being reactive as a parent, you must live with your chil-
dren with a sense of project. What does that mean? You know your
children; you know where they tend to be weak, blind, tempted,
and rebellious, and where they struggle. So you look for opportuni-
ties to address what God has shown you about the needy heart of
each individual child. What this means is that every day you look to
engage your child with consideration of what you already know is
important. You point out simple little things to the four-year-old and
much more sophisticated things to the teenager, but in each instance
you move the conversation along because you are parenting with
a sense of project. And because you are, you are ready to capture
another God-given opportunity.

Because most of us don’t parent with a sense of project, prepared
for when God will give us the next opportunity, our parenting tends
to be reactive. Surprised that another problem has called us into ac-
tion, we react to the moment in the best way we can. The problem
with this is that reactive parenting tends to be emotionally reactive.
Because we are not carrying around with us this project mental-
ity, we tend to see these moments as interruptions and hassles, and
because we do, we tend to deal with them emotionally. What this
creates for your child is an irregular and inconsistent authority struc-
ture. Yesterday, you weren’t doing well emotionally so the racket in

the house drove you nuts and you yelled at your kids. Today, you
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are feeling good and the same noise level that got them in trouble
yesterday doesn’t get them in trouble today.

Sadly, rather than growing in a sense of need for and submission
to the authority that God has placed in their lives, many children
become emotional weathermen. They have come to understand that
the rules of the house tend to change with the emotion of the parent
who is present. So they’re constantly checking the weather in order
to gauge what they can get away with and what they can’t. Because
parental engagement and authority have been inconsistent, their
submission to it is inconsistent as well. The conversational process
is not being advanced, the children are not growing, and the parents
are not the tools of change that God has appointed them to be. We

can do better.

Following the Father

If you want to be part of the Father’s process in the lives of your
children, you have to commit yourself to being part of doing it his
way. Let me say it this way: if you are going to be a tool in the hands
of the Father, you need not only to submit to his work, but also to
commit to his character. Now, permit me to be honest. What gets
in the way of good parenting is not a lack of opportunity. What
gets in the way of good parenting is not the character of your child.
What gets in the way of parenting is one thing: the character of the
parent. We turn God-given moments of ministry into reasons to be
angry. We respond with impatience to moments where patience is
required. We are self-righteous in moments where we’re called to
confess that we are more like our children than unalike. We throw
threats at moments where quiet wisdom is what’s needed. We take
personal offense in places where we’re being called to compassion
and understanding. We’re often mad at our children, not because
they have broken God’s law, but because they have gotten in the
way of the laws of our peace and comfort. There are times when

we are demanding when we should be serving. And sadly, there are
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moments when we are mad that our children need us to walk down
the hall and parent them once more.

The kind of parenting that I have described in this chapter takes
patience, humility, self-control, submission, gentleness, love, faithful-
ness, and joy. Let’s be honest here: none of these character qualities
are natural for us. It would be right for all of us to say, “If that’s
what’s required to be a good parent, then I will never be one.” But
the good news is that we have not been left to our own strength and
resources. Did you notice something about the list of character quali-
ties that are necessary for us to be part of God’s process in the lives of
our kids? These character qualities all come out of Galatians 5:22-23.
They are what’s popularly known as the “fruit of the Spirit.” I want
you to think about these qualities with me for a moment.

If you view these character qualities as moral goals that you have
been tasked to achieve, they will seem unattainable and discouraging
to you. Here’s the radical truth that as a parent you need to under-
stand. These character qualities are not a moral standard that God
lays before you and waits for you to achieve. No, they are the moral
gifts of a God of glorious grace. What does this mean? It means that
God knew that apart from his intervening work on our behalf, we
wouldn’t have a prayer of these character qualities ruling our hearts,
and therefore, shaping our responses to our children. Not one of
these characteristics is natural for sinners like you and me. Sin casts
each of us not only into a moral drama, but a moral dilemma. What
is the dilemma? It is that what God assigns to us, what he expects of
us, and what he wants us to be part of, we are unable to do because
we don’t have the natural character to do it. But the good news is
that the message of the Bible isn’t that God puts an undoable stan-
dard before us and then sits by and judges us for our failures. No,
the message is that God puts an uncompromising standard before
us, then sends his Son to perfectly meet that standard on our behalf,
so that we can be free to admit our failures and go to God for help.

The cross of Jesus Christ means I don’t have to deny my struggle as
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a parent, I don’t have to act as if ’'m something that 'm not, and I
surely don’t have to hide from the only One who is able to help me.

But there is more! The Galatians 5 passage teaches me that God
blesses me not only with forgiveness, but also with new potential.
Jesus died not only to forgive me, but by his grace to also transform
me. The list of character qualities that we have been considering is
our gift of his grace, given to every believer. Jesus died so that unlov-
ing people would become loving, complainers would become joyful,
fighters would become peacemakers, impatient people would grow
to be willing to wait, and unkind people would become those known
for their kindness. Between the “already” of your conversion and
the “not yet” of your home going, this is what God is working on in
your heart and life. He works through all the mundane situations,
locations, and relationships of your life to progressively transform
you by his grace. Your heavenly Father has you in his process of
grace so that you will have what you need to be part of his process
of grace in the lives of your children. He parents you with patient
mercy so that you’ll be equipped to be able to parent your children
with the same step-by-step grace that you are daily being given. And
on the days when you are anything but patient, there are two things
to remember. First, all of your failures have already been forgiven,
so you can humbly admit them, confess them, and seek God’s help.
Second, you need to remember that you are not trapped in your
cycle of failure because a God of abundant grace is at work chang-
ing, maturing, and growing you so that progressively you are more
often part of what he wants to do in your children and less often in
the way of it.

Like your children, you aren’t left to parent yourself because God
daily blesses you with his presence and grace, so that you can pass
that same grace on to your children. Like you, they need to come to
confess that they don’t measure up. And because they don’t measure
up, they not only need your parental care, but even more impor-
tantly, they need the heavenly Father’s life-long and heart-changing
agenda of mercy.
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Principle: As a parent you’re not dealing just with bad
behavior, but a condition that causes bad behavior.

Here’s a thought that has the ability to change the way you think
about what God has called you to as a parent. It provides a very
different way of interpreting those moments when your kids are
driving you nuts or when they seem intent on resisting you. It will
help you not to personalize things that at the core are not personal at
all. This thought can keep you from allowing yourself to think that
your son got up with the single-focused intention to wreck your day.
It explains why you have to deal with things not just once, but over
and over again. And this thought reinforces the significant spiritual
nature of your role in the lives of your children.

Here’s the thought that is vital to consider: in parenting you’re
not just dealing with your child’s wrong bebaviors but his condi-
tion. Perhaps you’re thinking right now, “Paul, I don’t have any
idea what you’re talking about. I just want my daughter to eat her

carrots. I just want my son to pick up his clothes. I’'m tired of my
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children arguing with me. I just want my kids to obey. If they did
that, I would be satisfied.” Here’s what you need to understand. All
of the resistance that you have to deal with, all of the fussing and
complaining, all of the laziness and irresponsibility, all of the sibling
squabbles, and all of the foolish choices, are the fruit of something
deeper. If you don’t understand that deeper thing, you will settle
for surface victories and surface solutions that don’t really lead to
lasting change.

I often talk with exhausted and discouraged parents at parent-
ing conferences. Some say, “I feel that nothing I do really works.”
Or they ask, “Why am I having to deal with the same thing over
and over again?” Or they quietly confess that they can’t wait for
the day when the last child has left their home. I have many con-
versations with parents who in tears tell me that they have little
relationship with their children. Or that they’ve read more than
one parenting book and nothing has helped. I am deeply persuaded
that when you don’t know what you’re dealing with, you become
exhausted and discouraged with your “shot in the dark” attempts
to deal with it.

So what does it mean to say that in parenting our kids we’re
not dealing just with behavior, but with a condition? One powerful
sentence that came out of the mouth of the Messiah captures exactly
what ’m talking about: “For the Son of Man came to seek and to
save the lost” (Luke 19:10). You and I will never understand the task
that God has called us to and the things that we deal with every day
until we understand what Jesus means by these words. Our children
are not just disobedient; they are disobedient because they are lost.
Our children do not just make foolish choices; they make foolish
choices because they are lost. Our children do not just have trouble
getting along with their siblings; they have trouble getting along with
their siblings because they are lost. Our children are not just lazy;
they are lazy because they are lost. Our children don’t just resist our

authority; they resist our authority because they are lost. Everything
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that we’re dealing with is the result of something deeper that must

be in our understanding and focus.

Three Days of Good Behavior

She was very frustrated, and she wanted to let me know it. “Paul,”
she said, “I don’t need a long parenting conference, with a bunch of
dos and don’ts. Just give me three days of good behavior, and I would
feel that I had died and gone to heaven!” I wasn’t offended, because
I’'m a dad and I’ve personally felt her frustration. But her brief rant
got me thinking. How many other parents are wishing for the same
thing or say to their children, “Just behave, please!” They would
almost do anything or pay anything or make any bargain necessary
to get three days when their children were shining examples of self-
initiated, noble behavior from early morning rise to lights out and
in bed. But parenting is profoundly more than three days of good
behavior or three years of good behavior or three decades of good
behavior. Parenting is about the condition that makes good behavior
seem such a hard and elusive goal.

Perhaps a medical example would help. If you were suffering
from stomach cancer, you would be focused on the condition that
you were dealing with, not just the symptoms of that condition. For
example, you would celebrate three days free of intense abdominal
pain and vomiting, but you wouldn’t think that because you were
blessed with three days of freedom from suffering that you were well.
And you would know that medications that lessen your symptoms
are a blessing because they allow you to be comfortable, but they
do not offer you a solution. If you were living with stomach cancer,
you would know that what you need help with and deliverance from
is not just horribly uncomfortable symptoms, but the condition,
cancer, that is the cause of every one of your symptoms. It would
make no sense for you to attach yourself to a doctor who was great
at alleviating symptoms, but had no understanding of the disease
condition that is the cause of those symptoms.

So it is with parenting. Sure, you should always thank God for
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any moment when your child listens to you or chooses to do what
is right. You should give thanks for those good days when your
children are compliant and are getting along with one another. You
should be thankful for any conversation that goes well and any situ-
ations where, if even for a brief moment, one of your children sees
the light. You should be grateful for each time you are respected or
when your children let you know they are thankful. You should be
grateful for those times when the dinner meal is peaceful or your
child’s room is actually neat. But you mustn’t be satisfied with these
things. You mustn’t allow yourself to think that these things are so-
lutions. As a parent committed to being part of what God is doing
in the lives of your children, you mustn’t be content with alleviating
symptoms while your children are suffering from a condition that is
destructive to them and will be heartache to you.

So go ahead and celebrate those three days of good behavior, but
don’t let them satisfy your heart.

Your Children Are Lost. What Does That Mean?

Jesus uses the word lost in picturesque ways—the lost sheep, the lost
coin, the lost son—and each of these gets at an element of what the
condition “lost” means. Lost is one of those words that carries with
it a variety of meanings. Lost can mean displaced; lost can mean
dead; lost can mean defeated; and lost can mean confused. Three
parables in the Bible capture what the biblical category of lost is
all about. Understanding the focus of these three parables will help
you begin to get a sense of who your children are and what God
has called you to as a parent. Remember, your attention needs to be
not only on the behavior of your child, but more fundamentally on
the condition that produces that behavior. So, you can quit being
reactive, but parent in those spontaneous moments with a sense of
purpose and direction. Luke 15 is a tremendous help to parents, be-
cause, in vivid word pictures, it sheds light on the condition (“lost”)
that is the reason for all you have to deal with in the thoughts, de-
sires, choices, words, and actions of your children.
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The Parable of the Lost Sheep

Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear
him. And the Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, “This
man receives sinners and eats with them.”

So he told them this parable: “What man of you, having a
hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the
ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one that is
lost, until he finds it? And when he has found it, he lays it on
his shoulders, rejoicing. And when he comes home, he calls
together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice
with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.” Just so, I
tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who
repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no
repentance.”

The Parable of the Lost Coin

“Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin,
does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently
until she finds it?> And when she has found it, she calls together
her friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have
found the coin that I had lost.” Just so, I tell you, there is joy be-
fore the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”

The Parable of the Prodigal Son

And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. And the
younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share
of property that is coming to me.” And he divided his property
between them. Not many days later, the younger son gathered
all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he
squandered his property in reckless living. And when he had
spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he
began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to one of
the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed
pigs. And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs
ate, and no one gave him anything.
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“But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my
father's hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish
here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to
him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am
no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your
hired servants.”” And he arose and came to his father. But while
he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compas-
sion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son said
to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I
am no longer worthy to be called your son.” But the father said
to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him,
and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. And bring the
fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. For this my
son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.” And
they began to celebrate.

“Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew
near to the house, he heard music and dancing. And he called one
of the servants and asked what these things meant. And he said
to him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the
fattened calf, because he has received him back safe and sound.’
But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and
entreated him, but he answered his father, ‘Look, these many
years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command,
yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with
my friends. But when this son of yours came, who has devoured
your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for
him! And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and
all that is mine is yours. It was fitting to celebrate and be glad,
for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is
found.”” (Luke 15)

Each of these parables highlights an aspect of what it means to
be lost and helps you to understand your experience with your chil-
dren and your job description as their parent. Taking the parables
in order, let’s start with the lost sheep. Three things jump out of this
parable. First, sheep need a shepherd. They need the wisdom, the
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protection, and the sustenance a shepherd can provide. Like your
children, sheep were designed by the Creator to thrive under some-
one’s care. You should never be irritated in those moments where it
is clear that your children need you, no matter what it’s interrupt-
ing. The fact that your children need to be supervised, cared for, and
sustained by you is the wise choice of the Creator. Sheep need shep-
herding because they’re sheep, and children need parenting because
they’re human beings. The needs of your children will get you up
early in the morning, will interrupt you a hundred times during the
day, and will even interfere with your sleep, but dependent is what
they are and care is what God has called you to.

Second, sheep are prone to wander. It is in the nature of sheep
to be easily distracted and quickly seduced by the lush green just
beyond the borders of the fold. It is the nature of sheep to blindly
follow another wandering sheep. So it is with your children. Because
of the sin that lives inside them, children are prone to wander out
of the protective instruction, correction, and discipline of their par-
ents. They tend to be influenced by other children who are no more
capable of guiding themselves than they are. Most of the wrong
behavior of your children is not intentionally or self-consciously re-
bellious. Sometime it is, but most often their disobedience is the fruit
of their lostness. Your son or daughter doesn’t get up in the morning
and say to him- or herself, “At 8:30 this morning I’'m going to have
an argument with Mom.” Or, “At 7:30 tonight ’'m going to find a
way to directly disobey her.” But when you interpret their disobedi-
ence this way, you tend to take their disobedience as personal and
accuse them of things that were not in their heart. It’s important to
emphasize this point; your children will wander, and they’ll do it not
because they want to make war with you, but because they’re lost.

But there’s a third aspect to this evocative parable. Once a sheep
has wandered, he is incapable of rescuing himself. He needs some-
one who will search for him, find him, and bring him home. So it is
with your children. They don’t so much need to be rescued from the
world around them or from their friends; no, they need to be rescued



104 Parenting

from themselves. There is no greater danger in their lives then the
danger they are to themselves. Why? Because they are lost, and in
being lost they carry around inside them something that pulls them
away from the care and protection that God has designed for them
and that makes them think they can live more independently than
any human being was designed to live. This means that parenting is
a moment-by-moment, day-by-day rescue mission. It means that as
parents we need to daily remind ourselves that we’re called to rescue
our children again and again, and we should not resent those mo-
ments when that rescue is necessary.

The parable of the lost coin is not about what it means for the
coin to be lost; in this parable the spotlight is not on the coin, but
on the one searching for it. This short little word picture, just three
verses long, is a powerful portrayal of God’s attitude toward the lost.
Even though the woman still has nine coins, she intently searches for
the one that is lost and when she finds it, she throws a party for her
family and friends! This is the attitude of the heavenly Father, who
cares about every one of his lost children, and when they are found,
he throws a party with the angels in heaven. These three verses por-
tray with power the compassion, the patience, and the grace that
we are called to represent as God’s ambassadors in the lives of our
children. We’re not mad at them because they’re lost and need our
help. We don’t push their lostness in their faces. We don’t remind
them how much more righteous we are than they are, and that we
would have never thought of doing and saying the things they do and
say. No, we parent with mercy and grace. We live with them with
patient hearts, and we celebrate every time they confess or choose
to do what is right.

The longest of the three lost parables is the parable of the lost son.
Perhaps the parable of the prodigal son is the best known of all of
Christ’s parables. An entire parenting book could be written out of
this parable alone. Let’s consider the ways this parable pictures what
lost means and how it helps us to understand our job description as
parents. Perhaps first you are hit with how intent this son is to be
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out on his own and to experience the world. His home offers him
everything, but he cannot resist the temptation of independence. One
of the scary components of the lostness of our children is their sus-
ceptibility to temptation. There is something inside them that hooks
them to the dangerous things outside them. Again and again where
you want your children to say no, they won’t say no. But there is
more. Coupled with the susceptibility to temptation is the tendency
toward self-deception. What does this mean? The son in the par-
able told himself things about himself that were not true. He told
himself he was able to handle what he could not handle. Likewise,
your child is always talking to herself, and what she says to herself
is profoundly important. Your child will tend to tell herself that she
is able to do what no child is independently able to do.

All of this leads to the fact that lost people are a danger to them-
selves, and because they are, they are headed for destruction—
although they probably don’t know it. The danger that makes
parenting both essential and difficult lives inside your child, not
outside him. No child is free of that danger. The susceptibility to
temptation and the tendency toward self-deception make your chil-
dren a danger to themselves. Again, it is vital to understand that the
rescue they need is rescue from themselves.

Finally, as the father in the story so powerfully demonstrates,
what lost children need most is not criticism, judgment, condemna-
tion, or punishment. Yes, children need authority. Yes, they need
rules and the enforcement of those rules. Yes, they need to be held
accountable for the choices that they make. But what I am going to
say, [ cannot emphasize enough; it is one of the central themes of this
book. All of the things I just mentioned are important for protecting
a child from himself, but they have no power whatsoever to deliver
a child from himself, and every child needs that deliverance. Like the
lost son, lost children need compassion, lost children need under-
standing, lost children need patience, lost children need acceptance,
lost children need forgiveness, lost children need grace. It is stirring
to see that the father of the lost son never gave up, he never gave
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way to bitterness and anger, he never threw away his hope, he never
closed the door of his heart, and he never quit loving his son. He
longed for and looked for and was ready for his son’s return. What
a beautiful parenting model for all of us. Now here’s what you need
to understand; the father in the story is the heavenly Father and the
lost son is every one of us. Like our children, we are lost apart from
God’s rescue; like our children, we are susceptible to temptation; like
our children, we are a danger to ourselves; like our children, we need
the patient grace of our heavenly Father.

If all you had to deal with is the occasional bad behavior of your
children, if all you had to do was regulate and control that behavior,
parenting would be dramatically easier. But that’s not all that you
have to deal with. Every day, whether you’ve thought about it or
not, you are confronted with the lostness of your children and how
it causes them to resist authority, to want their own way, and to
think they can do what they are not able to do. As I’'ve already writ-
ten in this book, rules don’t have the power to deliver your children
from this condition, but the powerful, transforming grace of God
does. Parenting is about being a tool of that grace in the lives of our

children.

Two Big Lies Every Lost Child Believes

It is important to understand that every child ever born believes two
dangerous and destructive lies. If you pay attention, you can see
these lies operating in the lives of your children. The power of these
lies should be way more important to you than one bad and frustrat-
ing moment you experience with one of your children.

The first lie is the lie of autonomy. What this lie says is that I am
a completely independent human being, and because I am, I have the
right to live my life any way I choose to live it. It is the belief that my
life belongs to me and that I should be able to do whatever I want
with my life to make me happy. Part of this lie is the belief that no
one should tell me what to do.

Parents who fight with a toddler about what to eat are not really
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fighting about what to eat. It’s not that he has a different perspective
on diet than you do. Come on, he knows nothing about diet. That fight
is about autonomy. It’s about that little boy’s resistance to rules. It’s
about his belief that his little mouth belongs to him and no one will tell
him what to put in it. My daughter decided she didn’t want peas in her
mouth. She had no intention of inserting green orbs into her oral cavity,
although she had never tasted peas. So she would hold her jaw closed
with the force of a pneumatic vice and would not open it. She was not
defending herself against peas; she was defending her autonomy. She
didn’t know that no human being is designed to live independently.

The battle over what to wear is not a fight about fashion, but
about autonomy. The fight about whether your teenage son can go to
that party is not first about his deep commitment to the celebrations
of his community of peers. That fight is about his continued resistance
to being told what he can or cannot do. We all, including our chil-
dren, resist being ruled. We all, including our children, want our own
way. We all, including our children, set our minds on what we think
will make us happy and get angry at anyone who stands in our way.

It’s stunning to see the body of a child who is not yet able to talk
stiffen in anger, not only because she is not getting her way, but because
she already believes that it’s her right to have her own way! It is shock-
ing to see the amount of anger that comes out of a teenager when his
mom says no to his weekend plans. He hates authority—not because
he hates his parents, but because he believes that he is the only author-
ity that he needs. Parents, every day you deal with the lie of autonomy
operating in the hearts of your children; it’s important to see beyond the
issue of the moment. Don’t settle for winning a battle about the thing,
but rather each time fight for the heart behind the thing.

The second lie is equally dangerous. It is the lie of self-sufficiency.
This lie tells your child that he has everything he needs inside himself
to be what he needs to be and to do what he needs to do. He doesn’t
need your help, rescue, instruction, wisdom, or correction. It doesn’t
take long before you have to deal with the delusion of self-sufficiency
in the heart of your child. A toddler has discovered that his shoes
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have laces that need to be tied. So he sits down and begins to fumble
with his laces. He has no idea how to tie a bow. He could fumble
with his laces for eternity and never end up with a bow, but when
you reach down to help him, he slaps away your hand. That slap is
not about lace ownership; it’s about self-sufficiency. He desperately
wants to believe that he can do quite well without your assistance
or instruction. The teenage daughter who is arguing with you as you
seek to impart to her some needed wisdom is arguing because she
believes in her self-sufficiency, and because she does, she thinks she
already has all the wisdom she needs.

No one is autonomous. No one is self-sufficient. Everyone needs
parenting care. To believe anything else is to be dangerously deluded
and headed for trouble. Parents, the scary thing is that our kids buy
into both of these lies. You can see it in their actions, reactions, and

responses.

So What Do Lost Children Need?

Lost children need:

1. Insight. The problem with lost children is that they don’t
see themselves as lost and because they don’t, they don’t un-
derstand how much they need your parenting care. So our
children need not just to be told what to do, but they also
need to be enabled to see. We need to look for ways to help
them to understand the condition of danger that causes their
behavior to be disruptive.

2. Compassion. It doesn’t make any sense to get mad at somebody
who is lost. It doesn’t make any sense to make it a matter of per-
sonal offense against you. It doesn’t make any sense to condemn
a lost person with words or throw a punishment at them and
walk away. Lost people need understanding and compassion.
Lost children don’t need parents who are irritated by their lost-
ness, but rather who mourn it and long for them to be found.

3. Hope. As our children begin to admit the condition that
they are in, and as they begin to own the danger they are to
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themselves, what they need to be assured of is that help is
available. They need to know that not only are we not their
adversaries, we are their allies. We are here to do anything we
can to protect, support, and guide them. But even more, they
need to know that God sent his Son to earth so that when they
begin to confess their need and cry out for help, they would
have just the help that they need.

4. Rescue. Because of all that this chapter has discussed, par-
enting is not a behavior-control mission; it is a heart-rescue
mission. The only hope for a lost child is a radical transfor-
mation of his heart. As parents, we have no ability to change
our children’s hearts, but the heavenly Father does, and we
are his tools in the lives of our children. So we don’t settle
for the announcement of rules, the threat of punishment, and
the enforcement of consequences. We are looking for every
opportunity to address heart issues in our children, praying
that as we do, God will work the change in them that only
he can accomplish.

5. Wisdom. Our children need the wisdom to know when to
say no. A successful life is all about saying no, but not to the
authorities in your life, or to the people you’ve been called to
love, or to God’s call, but #0 to yourself. In our children’s lost-
ness they will think things that they should not think, they’ll
desire things they should not desire, and they will be pulled by
dangerous emotions and seductive temptations. And if they
don’t learn when and how to say no, they will end up living
as they were never intended to live.

So parents, what’s the bottom line? Well, as Jesus came to seek
and to save those who are lost, he calls us to love and to rescue our
lost children. We don’t give way to irritation, frustration, impatience,
or discouragement. We move toward our children with the grace of
forgiveness, wisdom, correction, and rescue, and we pray every day
that God will empower our work as parents, and that he will change
our children at that deepest of levels where every human being, in-
cluding us, needs to be changed.






AUTHORITY

Principle: One of the foundational heart issues in the life
of every child is authority. Teaching and modeling the
protective beauty of authority is one of the foundations

of good parenting.

She was in tears as she spoke to me. Her frustration and dismay
were written all over her face. She pushed through the crowd during
a break at a weekend parenting conference. She was determined to
talk to me, and it seemed nothing was going to stop her. She said, “I
came here this weekend because I had to talk to you. You guys make
parenting seem easy, with all your stories and principles, but it isn’t
easy. I have a four-year-old son who I cannot control. There is noth-
ing that I can do or say that will make him obey me. And if I raise
my voice and say no, he throws a fit and will not stop until I finally
give him what he wants. Rather than me parenting him, I feel he is
controlling me. I know it’s wrong, but every morning I dread when
he wakes up, and I can’t wait for the evening when he goes to bed. In

between is just battle after battle; nothing is easy or enjoyable. The
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new thing now is that if I even hint at saying no to him, he hits me.
I know he’s only four, but he has really hurt me a couple times. 'm
at the end of my rope, and I don’t know what to do.”

How could your heart not go out to this poor, exhausted, dis-
couraged, and frustrated woman? How could you not relate to how
awful those battles are with a child that you love and you’re trying
to help? But I want you to stop and consider one phrase. I want you
to let it sink in. “I have a four-year-old son who I cannot control.”
Four years old and he’s already out of control. Four years old and
he knows what to do to get his own way. Four years old and he has
brought a thirty-two-year-old woman to the end of her rope. Four
years old and his anger strikes fear into the heart of his thirty-two-
year-old mother. Four years old and he sets the moral and relational
agenda in his home. Four years old and his mother dreads the next
day with him. Four years old and he sees his mother as an adversary,
not a loving helper placed in his life by a loving God. Four years old
and he sees authority as a very bad thing that he must fight at every
point.

Now as you would probably understand, I couldn’t give that
dear mother the specificity she was hoping for, because in order to
do that I would have to ask a whole lot of questions that would help
me understand how things had gotten so bad. But I want to examine
with you the significance of the issue that was at the center of the
dysfunction between this tired mom and her angry son.

The Central Issue
What is going on between this mother and her son is deeper than
moments of disrespect, deeper than defiant episodes, and deeper
than a refusal to obey. All of these sad things are rooted in a very
significant heart issue: authority. You could argue that if you don’t
deal with this fundamental heart issue, all the good things you seek
to accomplish as God’s tool in the life of your children will not work.
To begin with, it’s important to always keep in mind that as a
parent you are never just dealing with the words and actions of your
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children. You are always also dealing with the thing that shapes,
directs, and controls the behavior of your children: the heart. I will
say much more about this in the next chapter. And there is no more
important heart issue for every child ever born than the issue of au-
thority. Your children must learn early that they have been born into
a world of authority, and they’re not it. Why is this so important?
Because submission to authority that is not me is unnatural for any
sinner. Sin makes us want our own way. Sin makes us want to set
our own rules. Sin convinces all of us that we know better. Sin causes
me to want to do what I want to do when and how I want to do it.
Sin makes me resist being told what to do by another. Sin really does
insert me in the center of my world, the one place that I must never
be because it is the place for God and God alone.

All of this means that children come into the world as self-
appointed little self-sovereigns. That battle you have over the peas
you want your daughter to eat is not about diet. Your three-year-old
daughter is not saying to you, “I have studied my dietary needs, and
it is not necessary that peas be included in a three-year-old’s diet.”
No, this skirmish over something that is little in the scheme of things
is not little at all because it is not about peas; it’s about authority.
Your daughter is saying to you, “No one but me will decide what
I put in my mouth, thank you.” Your daughter is not just resisting
peas; she is fighting against the exercise of authority. She is fighting
being told what to do. She is buying into the destructive delusion of
self-rule.

The fights over when to go to bed, what to wear, what to watch
on television, or the condition of the child’s room are also not first
about those issues; they are about this fundamental battle of the
heart—who will decide how I will live? You can see this struggle even
in a yet wordless infant. You’ve fed him. You’ve changed him. You’ve
sung every song in your repertoire, and he’s finally asleep. You begin
tip-toeing out of the room, and just as you get to the door, you hear a
bloodcurdling scream, and so you turn around. Your son has pushed
himself up on his little arms, has stiffened his body, and is yelling for
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all he’s worth. Do you know what he’s saying in those unintelligible
screams? “Oh no, you don’t. You will not leave. I love you and have
a wonderful plan for your life. I am the Lord!” He hasn’t yet lived
for two years, he can’t even speak in real words, yet he wants to be,
yes, is determined to be in charge.

Second Corinthians 5:15 is very helpful here: “And he died for
all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves. . . .”
Think of the significance of this statement. One of Jesus’s primary
purposes of going to the cross was to address the very thing that
we are talking about. Jesus knew that your child would be born
with a bondage to himself that only his grace could break. That
drive to “live for himself” would make him all too self-focused and
self-absorbed. It would make him angry at anything or anyone who
would get in his holy way. It would make him shrink the focus of
his concern, desires, and motives down to the small confines of his
wants, his feelings, and his needs. And central to this sin-induced
drive to live for himself is a hunger and a determination for self-rule.

This means there is a natural resistance to authority in every
child who has ever been born since the fall of Adam and Eve in the
garden. Every child in some way wants his or her own way. Every
child tends to think that being told what to do is a negative thing.
Every child wants to write his own moral rules and follow his own
life plan. The delusion of the right to self-rule is one of the sad results
of sin in the hearts of all of our children. But thankfully, this passage
tells us way more than this. It tells you that as a Christian parent
you are not alone in your battle to establish authority in the lives of
your children. God controlled the forces of nature and ordered the
events of human history so that at just the right time Jesus would
come, live the life we could not live, die the death that we should
have died, and rise again to defeat sin and death. He did all this so
that by powerful delivering and transforming grace he would break
our bondage to us.

Here’s what this means. Mom and Dad, you have no ability at
all—by the tone of your voice, by the force of your personality, by
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your physical size, or by your threats—to deliver your children from
their addiction to self-rule. If you had that power, Jesus and his work
would not have been necessary. But Jesus does have the power. He
cares so much about the dark delusion of self-rule that lives in the
hearts of all of our children that he literally gave his life so that they
would be rescued and this bondage broken. Here’s how important
this is: People who are committed to self-rule won’t submit to the
rules of another, and because they won’t submit to the rules of an-
other, they won’t think that they are wrong or confess their wrongs,
and because they don’t confess their wrongs, they won’t seek God’s
forgiveness or seek God’s help. You could argue that the drive for
self-rule is the thing that, apart from God’s grace, separates us and
our children from God. You could not consider a more central heart
issue for every child ever born than this one. To reject authority is to
reject God, who is the authority over all authority, and rejection of
God never has and never will go anywhere good.

The Gospel of Jesus Christ and Authority

So what 2 Corinthians 5:15 tells us is that your work to establish
clear, loving, consistent, biblical authority in the lives of your chil-
dren is doing gospel work. It is consistent with the gospel mission
that brought Jesus to earth. It is at the center of what made the
cross of sacrifice necessary. Authority work is grace work. Let’s con-
sider what that means. We will use Ephesians 6:1-4 to guide our
discussion.

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. “Honor
your father and mother” (this is the first commandment with a
promise), “that it may go well with you and that you may live
long in the land.” Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger,
but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

Exercising ambassadorial authority is doing gospel work. Please
read the last sentence of the passage again. It’s where our discus-
sion of your exercise of authority must begin. It is vital that you
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understand that you have no independent, autonomous authority
as a parent. None. You have not been given the right and power to
exercise authority in the lives of your children any way you want;
the opposite is true. The authority that you have is ambassadorial
authority. The ambassador doesn’t have any authority in and of
himself. He has authority only because he represents a king who has
authority. Here’s God’s amazing plan. He makes his invisible author-
ity visible by sending visible authority figures as his representatives.
This means that every time you exercise authority in the lives of your
children, it must be a beautiful picture of the authority of God. In
the lives of your children, you are the look of God’s face, you are the
touch of his hand, and you are the tone of his voice. You must never
exercise authority in an angry, impatient way. You must never exer-
cise authority in an abusive way. You must never exercise authority
in a selfish way. Why? Because you have been put into your position
as parent to display before your children how beautiful, wise, pa-
tient, guiding, protective, rescuing, and forgiving God’s authority is.

This means you don’t let your anger at your child’s disobedience
control you so you do things that you should not do (for example,
pinching, poking, yanking, slapping, shoving your child). It means
that you never combine your discipline with berating, demeaning,
or condemning talk. (“What are you, stupid?” “I can’t believe that
you’re my daughter!” “I’ve forgotten more than you’ll ever know!”)
It means you don’t treat your child as your indentured servant, there
to make your life easier. (Yes, your child should participate in the
chores of the house, but if you’re a father who likes to read the
newspaper and it is five steps from you, don’t call your son who is
upstairs to come downstairs and get it for you.) You should never
exercise authority in a way that makes it look as though you’re
breaking relationship with your child. You should never let your
exercise of authority be dictated by your mood. (This will always
lead to a confusing and inconsistent culture of authority, where what
was wrong yesterday doesn’t seem so wrong today. In this kind of
unpredictable, insecure environment, children become emotional
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weathermen, nervously gauging the weather of their parents to see
what they can or cannot do without getting in trouble.)

Why is this so important? It’s important because, as I said earlier,
your children enter the world resistant to authority. They don’t tend
to see that real life is found inside a life of willing submission to au-
thority. If you exercise authority in a lazy, abusive, selfish way, you
will deepen and strengthen the natural rebellion to authority in the
hearts of your children. What God has called you to is to daily con-
front your children with how beautiful, helpful, and patient God’s
authority is. You want to be used of God to help your children to
begin to believe that submission to authority is where life and free-
dom are to be found. When this happens, children begin to admit
their need, confess their wrongs, and reach out for the help of the
Savior. Nothing in your child’s life is more important than this. What
kind of picture are your children getting of God’s authority by the

way you exercise yourss

Helping your children to understand why they do what they do
is doing gospel work. Please read that last sentence of the passage
one more time. Notice that you are called not just to “discipline”
but also to “instruction.” Here’s the bottom line. Your children don’t
have a clue why they do the things they do. They don’t know why
they resist you. They don’t know why they argue with you. They
don’t know why you make them angry. They don’t know why they
think that they know better than you. They don’t know why they
demand their own way. They don’t know why they will put them-
selves through tension and painful situations in order to fight for a
little independence. Your children don’t know who they are and why
they do the things they do. Your children daily suffer from a lack of
spiritual self-understanding.

Parents, that’s our job. It is never enough, when your child has
done something wrong, to just mete out discipline, because you’re
always dealing with something deeper than just behavior. Your dis-

cipline must every time be coupled with clear biblical instruction. I
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don’t mean angry sermons. What I mean is a brief conversation that
once again enables your child to look at, examine, and understand
the heart struggle behind his authority resistance. In his Word, God
has revealed to you the mysteries of human desire and motivation
so that you can then reveal those mysteries to your children who are
lost, ignorant, and deceived. Every time you couple ambassadorial
discipline with ambassadorial instruction, you are giving the Spirit
of God another opportunity to work conviction and desire for help
into the heart of your children. The more your children understand
why they do what they do, the easier it will be for them to admit
their wrongs and seek your forgiveness and God’s. Remember, be-
cause everything they do comes out of their hearts, everything they
do reveals their hearts. Helping your children see what their behavior
reveals about their hearts is gospel work. How often do you combine
moments of discipline with patient, insight-giving instruction?

Establishing authority early in little things is doing gospel work.
Fight your authority battles early. Fight them when the issues are
small. Capitalize on the little moments God will give you when
your children are still young. You do not want to be fighting au-
thority battles with a seventeen-year-old. Don’t tell yourself that
those little moments of resistance to your authority (what to eat,
what to wear, when to go to bed, what to watch, doing chores, etc.)
are unimportant because the issue at hand is not that important.
Those little moments are profoundly important because, as I stated
earlier, the resistance is not coming from their thoughts about food
or sleep, but from hearts that will tend to resist all authority but
their own.

Be thankful for these little moments. Don’t look at them as the
bad moments of parenting, as hassles and interruptions; these are
the good moments of parenting. These are moments of grace. This
brings us to another one of the basic themes of this book. Parents,
if your eyes ever see or your ears ever hear the sin and weakness of
your children, it’s never an accident, it’s never a hassle, it’s never an
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interruption; it’s always grace. God loves your children and because
he does, he has placed them in a family of faith so that you can be his
tool of convicting, forgiving, and transforming grace. You are faced
with the resistance of your children because God is a God of amazing
grace. His grace has the power to turn very bad moments into the
very good moments. Isn’t this what the cross of Jesus Christ is about?
The cross is the worst thing that ever happened that, by God’s plan,
became the best thing that ever happened. God inhabits your trials of
discipline with his presence and grace to do in those moments in the
hearts of your children what you would never be able to do. Don’t
get mad in those moments; don’t be frustrated that you have to deal
with the same thing over and over again. Thank God for his grace
and seek to be a tool in his powerful hands.

But there’s another thing that needs to be said about these little
moments of discipline and instruction while your children are still
young. Know that your children do not know what true obedience
looks like. It’s your job to clarify this for them. What is obedience?
It’s a willing submission of my heart to the authorities that God has
placed in my life. What does this willing submission of the heart do?
It causes me to be motivated to and find joy in doing what the au-
thorities that God has placed in my life have asked me to do. Here’s
what this means. If you ask little Sharon to go down the hallway and
into her room and pick up the toys that she has scattered everywhere,
and she is yelling at you as she goes, it is very important that you do
not let Sharon think that she is obeying you. Because even though
you can see Sharon’s body moving toward her room, her heart is
raging in anger and rebellion against you and against your authority.
True obedience always begins with the heart.

So you need to call Sharon back, not to say, “Don’t you ever dare
talk to me that way again. Who do you think you are! Look at the
size of me and the size of you. You don’t want to think about what
will happen to you if you ever talk to me that way again!” You see,
that kind of angry response hardens Sharon’s heart against authority,
when what you want to do is be used of God to soften it. You need
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to quickly pray for patience and grace and then lovingly call Sharon
back and say, “Sharon, we have a problem here. Mommy wasn’t un-
kind to you. Mommy didn’t ask you to do something bad. Mommy
didn’t call you mean names, yet you’re yelling at Mommy. When you
yell at Mommy, you are trying to be the mommy of Mommy, and if
you’re the mommy of Mommy, then you have no Mommy over you
to guide and protect you.” Will your daughter immediately fall to
her knees and say, “I get it; [ am a self-oriented rebel against author-
ity. I want to rule my own world and so I hate being told what to
do. Mommy, I need to be rescued from the danger I am to myself!”
Of course, that won’t happen, but you have taken one little step in
helping your daughter to understand her heart, and you will have
many, many more conversations like this, capturing little moments
that God will empower by his grace. Did you fight or are you fight-
ing your authority battles early? If not, what changes in the way you
look at little moments of discipline need to take place in you and the
way you respond to your children?

Exercising consistent authority is doing gospel work. 1 talked
about this earlier, but here are a few more thoughts. The exercise
of God’s love never gets in the way of the exercise of his authority.
The dispensing of God’s grace never compromises God’s exercise of
his authority. The accomplishing of God’s sovereign plan is never
interrupted by his exercise of authority. God doesn’t get tired of
enforcing his rules. He doesn’t have bad days when he’s angrier and
meaner. His divine joy doesn’t keep him from doing the hard work
of being a faithful disciplining father; the opposite is true. God is
glorious in the utter consistency of his faithfulness to uphold his
holy commands and to discipline his children. So we too must be like
him as his ambassadors. Our children need the security of faithful,
consistent, firm, uncompromising, and loving authority—author-
ity that is motivated by and tempered by grace. Is your exercise of
parental authority consistent because it’s driven by God’s call or is

it inconsistent because it’s shaped by the emotion of the moment?
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Confessing that when it comes to authority you are more like
your children than unlike them is doing gospel work. Why do we
get angry when we exercise authority, why do we make a big deal of
something one day and then blow if off the next, and why do we tend
to look at discipline moments as hassles? We do all of these things
because we are more like our children than unlike them. Sin is inside
us just as it’s inside them, and it causes us to want our own way and
to want to do things our way, just as it does with our children. You
see, anytime we exercise ambassadorial authority in a mean, angry,
impatient, condemning, or abusive way, we are rebelling against the
authority of the One we have been called to represent. It’s not just
our children who have an authority problem; we do too. It’s not just
our children who need patient rescue; we do too. It’s not just our
children who need insight-giving instruction; we do too. It’s not just
our children who need forgiving grace; we do too. It’s not just our
children who obey with their bodies but still harbor rebellion in their
hearts. Our anger and impatience as parents reveal the true condition
of our hearts. Like our children, we need the care of a loving Father
who doesn’t beat us with condemnation, but rather caresses us with
his grace. Who could understand the call to make his authority vis-
ible and say, “Yeah, I can do that, no problem”? Understanding
the profound holiness of God’s call confronts us with the profound
depth of our inadequacy. You see, it’s essential to confess this, be-
cause no parent gives grace more joyfully and consistently than the
parent who daily confesses that she desperately needs it herself. God
calls rebels to his authority to rescue rebels against his authority.
Only powerful grace can make that happen. Do you humbly own
the rebellion of your own heart as you deal with the rebellion of
your children in a way that causes you to exercise authority with

patience and grace?

In discussions of authority, talking about the cross of Jesus Christ
is doing gospel work. If Jesus came and died to break the bondage

of our hearts and our children’s hearts to our independent authority,
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and in so doing, to rescue us from us, it’s not weird to talk about
the gift of the cross of Jesus Christ in moments of discipline. It’s
not weird to talk about the forgiveness and hope of change that the
cross provides. In fact, it’s weird not to. Were it not for sin, there
would be no rebellion; were it not for rebellion, there would be no
need for a Savior; and were it not for the need of a Savior, there
would have been no need for the cross. So every moment of rebel-
lion reveals a child’s heart, and every moment when a child’s heart
is revealed is a God-given opportunity to talk about the Savior who
alone can deliver this child from himself. It is important to again and
again embed the story of your child’s rebellion into the larger story
of redemption. In moments of discipline, do you often point your
children to the hope and help that is to be found in the life, death,

and resurrection of Jesus?

It really is true that there is no more central issue in the lives of
our children. Their struggle with authority really does reveal the
depth of the hold of sin on their hearts and their need for the grace
of the Savior. And in that way we really are like our children. When
we admit that, we are able to exercise authority with humility and
grace, giving our children a little picture of how gloriously beautiful
and good God’s authority actually is.
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Principle: The foolishness inside your children is more
dangerous to them than the temptation outside of them.

Only God’s grace has the power to rescue fools.

Sally has decided at two-and-a-half years old that she will never eat
vegetables in her entire life.

Billy is five and has told his parents he won’t sleep if he cannot
sleep with them.

Jared argues with his dad every time he’s told what to do.

Cindy is six and thinks it’s dumb that she can’t wear makeup yet.

Bo really does think that his future is in video games and not in
doing homework.

Miley is obsessed with sending silly texts to friends during
school.

Jason doesn’t think that smoking pot is such a big deal.

Sarah lies whenever it seems necessary to her.

Jennifer is simply obsessed with her appearance.

Peter thinks that sports are the most important thing in his life.
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Justin has blown off high school and crushed his chances at going

to college.

These are all kids of various ages and in different situations, but
the same theme runs through all of their stories. It is the thing that
their parents bump into every day. It is the thing that is of greatest
danger to them. It’s the thing that will complicate their lives more
than they know. It’s the thing that brings repeated conflict into their
relationship with their parents. This thing is not first about some-
thing they did. No, it’s about who they are. They came into the world
with it and they have no ability to free themselves from it, and so
they need to be rescued out of it. It’s that sad and dangerous thing
the Bible calls foolishness. 1 am deeply persuaded that if you don’t
understand what the Bible says about foolishness, you won’t fully
understand what God has called you to as his instrument in the lives

of your children.

It’s All about the Heart

Here’s where we need to begin. As a parent you are never, ever deal-
ing just with the words and actions of your children. You are always
also dealing with the thing that controls their words and behavior:
the heart. Sadly, many Christian parents lose sight of this or don’t
know this, so they think that their job is to direct and control their
children’s behavior. So they spend all of their parental focus and
energy on announcing and enforcing the law. Now, as I’ve already
said in this book, your children need law and they need authorities
that announce it and enforce it, but they need much, much more. The
law has a very powerful ability to reveal the sin that lives inside your
children, and the law is God’s perfect guide for your children’s living,
but the law has no ability to change them. The law will not make
them want to do what is right. The law won’t make them humble
worshipers of God. The law won’t free them from their arrogance
and self-worship. The law won’t make them righteous. The law is a
very good thing, but not enough of a thing.
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As a Christian parent, you must carry with you, in a way that
shapes your parenting, a practical theology of the heart. This biblical
theology of the heart must guide you as you interact with the mis-
behavior of your children. You may be thinking, “Paul, I get what
you’re saying, but I don’t know what that looks like as I deal with
my children every day.” This is precisely where a little verse in the
opening chapters of Proverbs can not only give you insight, but can
transform the way you think about what God has called you to be
and do in the lives of the children he has entrusted to your care. Read
carefully and repeatedly the words of Proverbs 4:23. Remember,
what you are about to read are the words of counsel a wise father
is giving to his son: “Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it
flow the springs of life.”

What does the father mean when he says to his son, “Keep your
heart with all vigilance”? Well, what he’s saying is, “Son, if you pay
attention to anything, pay attention to this. Focus on this. Make this
a priority. Don’t get distracted and forget this.” What is the this?
The this is the heart. Why would a wise father say, “Son, be very,
very careful to always pay attention to the content and character of
your heart”? Why is this such an important thing for a wise father
to communicate to his son? Why is it such an important thing for his
son to hear? Before I answer the questions I have proposed, I want to
make a rather sad observation. There are thousands and thousands
of Christian parents who never would think of saying this to one
of their children. There are thousands and thousands of Christian
parents who have never had a heart-focused conversation with one
of their children. So why in the wisdom conversation this father is
having with his son, is this the main thing that he wants to say?

The answer to the question that is posited in the first half of
Proverbs 4:23 is answered by the second half of the same verse.
“Son, pay careful attention to your heart.” Why? Because “from it
flow the springs of life.” What does that mean? It means that the
life of your children is controlled by their hearts. This means that
the words and behavior of your children flow out of whatever is in
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their hearts. Here’s a biblical definition of the heart: the heart is the
causal core of your child’s personhood. It’s the heart that causes your
children to do and say what they do and say. Like us, our children
live out of their hearts. Like us, their words and behavior are more
shaped by what’s inside them than what’s outside them. This means
that whatever rules their hearts will control their words and actions.

This means that all of your children’s word problems are first
heart problems. The mean things they say to one another begin with
hatred, anger, bitterness, selfishness, jealousy, unkindness, impa-
tience, or a lack of love in their hearts. The disobedience that you
deal with is not first a behavioral problem; it is a heart problem.
Your children disobey because of the pride, rebellion, autonomy,
self-sufficiency, and desire for self-rule that control their hearts. It’s
not enough to say no or “Because you did this, this is what you’re
going to get.”

If parenting must include and focus on the heart, here are two
things that you must always keep in mind. First, you must remind
yourself again and again, so that in the press of the duties of parent-
ing you don’t forget that all of your children’s behavior problems are
heart problems. Yes, it is true; it is the heart that is the problem (both
your children’s and yours). The second thing you must call yourself
to remember is that lasting change in the behavior of your children
(the thing that all parents long for) will always travel through the
pathway of the heart. If the heart of your child does not change, his
behavior won’t change for very long. This means that every moment
of discipline and correction must be accompanied with instruction.
And what kind of instruction? When you’re disciplining your child,
you are being afforded a God-given opportunity to talk about his
heart. Since it is true that his behavior reveals the true condition of
his heart, his misbehavior gives you a picture of what controls his
heart, and you have been given an opportunity by your Savior of
grace to help the child see what is in his heart. Each time you do
this, you are part of what God is seeking to do in the life of your
child, and you are giving the Spirit of God an opportunity to impart
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self-knowledge to your child, including a sense of wrong, personal
conviction, and a desire to change. In these moments ask questions,
tell stories, give illustrations—anything you can do to get the child
to step out of himself, to quit defending himself, and to look into
and examine his heart.

These moments are not so much “legal” moments, where the em-
phasis is on the rules and the punishment that is coming for break-
ing the rules, but on how a God of love is using all of it to help our
children see themselves, admit what they see, and reach out for God’s
help. This means that these “law” moments are actually “grace”
moments, and when you get that, it transforms what you do as you
deal with your children. You don’t threaten them: “You just don’t
want to think about what I am going to do if I have to break up one
more fight today!” You don’t manipulate your children: “If you’re
nice to your sisters all next week, I’ll buy you that Star Wars action
figure you’ve been asking for.” You don’t try to make your children
teel guilty: “I remember when our lives were simple. Now everything
gets complicated by the way you behave.” Threat, manipulation, and
guilt are tools that parents use to produce change in their children
without having to deal with the heart.

This is where the gospel of Jesus Christ that we say we believe
is helpful for our parenting. Listen to the bright, golden promise of
the work of the Savior that is yet to come: “I will give you a new
heart, and a new spirit I will put in you. And I will remove the
heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek.
36:26). Jesus came to give us and our children the one thing that we
all desperately need—a new heart. This means that the focus of the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is not first new behavior, but a
renewed heart, because if our hearts are not renewed, our behavior
will never change.

Now, what does a “new heart” mean? It doesn’t mean a perfect
heart. Notice the word picture of the difference between stone and
flesh. As I wrote earlier, if I had a stone in my hands and squeezed
it with all of my might, what do you think would happen? Well, the
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only logical answer is, nothing. That stone is hard, and because it
is hard, it’s resistant to change. Flesh is soft, and because it’s soft,
it’s moldable or capable of change. Jesus came so that our hearts
would be new and renewing. He came so our hearts would change
and be changing. This is what he wants for our children. That is
why he will expose the hearts of our children to us, so that we can
be tools of his work of change. Why is this prophecy about Jesus in
the Old Testament? It’s there to remind us that lasting heart change
is impossible apart from his rescuing, forgiving, transforming, and
delivering grace. Without this grace our children are cursed to live
with the stony hearts they were born with, and we are forced to par-
ent without any real hope of lasting change.

But God hasn’t left us without the help of his grace. He sent his
Son so that it would be practically possible for us to be instruments
of real and lasting heart change in our children. Once you under-
stand this, then you begin to also understand that every moment of
discipline and correction is at the same time a God-given opportunity
to get at issues of the heart with our children. Your children need
your authority, but they also need the grace of insight, because the
grace of insight is the doorway to the grace of confession, which is
the doorway to the grace of new life.

Another observation that I want to make is that understanding
what the Bible says about the heart exposes the inherent weakness
and inadequacy of what I call monastic parenting. Think with me
for a moment about the theology that resulted in the building of me-
dieval monasteries. The thinking was that there’s an evil world out
there, and the way to escape that evil is to create a community that
lives inside a big wall that separates you from that evil of the sur-
rounding world. The problem is that in little ways and big ways the
monasteries that were built struggled with all the same things that
they were trying to escape. What was the big mistake that monaster-
ies made? I can tell you; they let people in them! And people brought

with them all the evils of their own hearts. You see, culture isn’t the
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problem, people are. It’s people that cause a culture to be morally
wrong and morally dangerous.

Yet, many Christian parents think that the main thing they need
to do to produce children who are what God wants them to be is
to protect their children from the evils of the surrounding culture.
Should your children be exposed to all that our culture has to offer?

'”

The answer is obvious: “Absolutely not!” Do they constantly need
your wise protection? Again, the answer is obvious: “All the time!”
But God has not called us to erect a little family monastery. Please
read carefully what I am going to write next. Monastic parenting will
not deliver your children from moral danger. What the Bible has to
say about the heart, which we have been considering, tells you why.
The Bible tell us again and again that the greatest danger to us and
our children lives inside us and not outside us. It’s the sin, iniquity,
and transgression of our hearts and our children’s hearts that is the
biggest moral danger to us. That is why we all need the grace of a
new heart, and that is why protective (monastic) parenting is inad-
equate. You will never build walls of protection that protect your
children from the danger that resides in their own hearts. So protect
your children; you must because you live in a fallen world. But know
that doing this is only a small part of the greater heart work that
God has called you to.

If the Heart Is the Problem, Then What
Is the Problem with the Heart?

The Bible is very clear about the dysfunction in the heart of every
child, and understanding what the Bible says will change the way
you think about parenting those that God has entrusted into your
care. To understand what is wrong inside the hearts of your children,
we look again to Proverbs: “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child,
but the rod of discipline drives it far from him” (Prov. 22:15). Folly
(foolishness) is what you deal with as a parent every day whether
you know it or not. Foolishness is what makes your child think
he knows better than you do. Foolishness is what makes her rebel
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against your authority. Foolishness is what makes siblings constantly
fight with one another. Foolishness is what makes a teenager think
the world’s way is better than God’s way. Foolishness is what makes
a child think it is better to get out of work than to faithfully do his
work. Foolishness is what makes a child think that material things
are more important than spiritual things. It is foolishness that makes
your job as a parent both essential and difficult.

Rather than being unkind, it is in fact biblical to look at your
children and to understand that you are parenting fools. It is vital
to understand that this foolishness is one of the chief dangers that
your children face. And foolishness is a danger they cannot escape,
because it resides in their hearts. Fools need help. Fools need rescue.
Fools need to understand the danger they are to themselves. Fools
need to change.

You may be asking yourself right now, “What is foolishness, any-
way?” The fool has the world inside out and upside down. The fool
looks at what is foolish and sees it as wise. The fool looks at what
is good and sees it as bad. The fool looks at what is false and sees it
as true. The fool hates to be ruled by another. The fool hates to have
to stay inside of boundaries. The fool wants his own way. The fool
looks at others as being in the way. The fool doesn’t think he needs
to learn. The fool thinks he is always right. The fool lives for what
is fading rather than for what is eternal. The fool puts himself in the
middle of things and makes it all about him. The fool demands to be
served and hates to have to serve. The fool argues with the wise and
listens to other fools. The fool has it all wrong, but is convinced he is
always right. The fool walks the path of danger and destruction, but
thinks he has the good life. The words of Proverbs are tragic. They
should break your heart. Your child has the heart of a fool and be-
cause he does, he is a danger to himself and desperately needs God’s
arms of rescue that come through your parenting care.

But you cannot really understand either the source or danger of
the foolishness that is in the heart of every child without the words
of Psalm 53:
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The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.”
They are corrupt, doing abominable iniquity;
there is none who does good.

God looks down from heaven
on the children of man

to see if there are any who understand,
who seek after God.

They have all fallen aways;
together they have become corrupt;

there is none who does good,
not even one. (Ps. 53:1-3)

The epicenter of the foolishness that is in the heart of every child
is deeply theological. Most Christian parents fail to understand this.
The struggles over food, sleep, homework, sibling conflict, posses-
sions, wardrobe, and dating are theological struggles. You see, at
the center of the foolishness of the children you are called to par-
ent is a denial of God. I don’t think that passage is talking about
formal philosophical atheism (although it would include that). At
street level what this passage is talking about is the propensity of our
children to live as if God doesn’t exist. This denial of God is living
without a sense of need for his authority, wisdom, power, and grace.
It’s about inserting myself in the center. It’s about the propensity of
our children to make their happiness the most important thing in
the universe. It’s denying God’s right to rule and the wisdom of his
rules. And when I deny God in this way, I will not appreciate the
authorities he has placed in my life and I will not want to submit to
the boundaries that God and those authorities place around me. So
I will be attracted to what is wrong and do things that I should not
do. Because this foolishness is in the heart of every child, the psalm-
ist says, “There is none who does good; not even one” (v. 3). It is
important to remember that you can say that you believe in God,
but practically deny his existence in the way that you live every day.

Parents, here’s what you have to understand. It is more natural
for your children to deny God’s existence than it is for them to
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humbly recognize it and submit to his holy demands on their lives.
It is more natural for your children to be happy in setting themselves
up as God, than to willingly and joyfully submit to the one who is
God. No wonder that they resist your authority. No wonder they
argue with you even though you clearly know more and better. No
wonder they’re in constant conflict with one another. No wonder
they are entitled, demanding, easily bored, and often unthankful.
No wonder you are exhausted at the end of the day. No wonder you
get discouraged with the process. Sin reduces all of our children to
fools (us too) and because it does, it causes them to live as if God
doesn’t exist, and because they do that, they will be attracted to
what is wrong and resist when you ask them to do what is right. It
is a simple but sad equation. If you do not submit to God’s way, you
will want your own way. This defines the struggle of our children
and the daily job description of those who parent them.

So How Do You Parent a Fool?

Right away you have to recognize that what we’re considering right
now exposes the fundamental inadequacy of reducing Christian par-
enting down to rules and regulations that are clearly announced and
faithfully enforced. Rules are a great protection for your child, but
no rule has the power to deliver your child from his foolishness. Here
is the spiritual paradox that every Christian parent needs to under-
stand: The only hope for a fool is the God that every fool somehow,
someway denies. The only hope for a fool is God’s amazing, rescu-
ing, forgiving, transforming, and delivering grace. This means that
as parents we are called to be representatives not only of God’s holy
authority, but also of his redeeming grace.

Here’s the rub. We all tend to be better at enforcing the law than
we are at extending grace. What does it look like to be visible extend-
ers of God’s invisible grace in the lives of our children? I want to an-
swer the question with the four words that follow. You should carry
these four words with you every day as do your parenting work,
because these four words represent the rescue and salvation of a fool.
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1. Glory

The only solution to your child’s addiction to his own glory is to
introduce him to a greater glory. Human beings were meant to live
in a life-shaping awe of the existence and glory of God, and when we
don’t, we don’t live in the way that we were designed to live. Our job
as a parent is to open the eyes of our children to the stunning glory of
God. Our job is to help our children to be so blown away by God’s
glory that they find joy in submitting to his rule.

Now, God has helped us by creating a world that reveals his
glory everywhere you look. God intentionally designed his world to
reveal himself, because he knows how easy it is for us to be blind
to his existence. Therefore it’s not unnatural to talk about God all
the time, because he’s everywhere to be seen. How can you boil an
egg, see the rising sun, hear the pounding of the rain, listen to the
song of a bird, listen to the sizzle of a steak, watch the falling of the
winter’s snow, view the turning of the leaves, stand on a beach and
gaze across the seemingly endless ocean, listen to the huge catalog
of different-sounding human voices, and not talk to your children
about the glory of God? Every day God will give you theological
opportunities, moments to help your children see the one thing they
desperately need to see. The question is, Are you capturing these
glory moments with a mission to rescue your children from their

foolishness?

2. Wisdom

It’s pretty obvious that what a fool needs is wisdom. As a parent of
a fool, you need to be looking for wisdom moments. God will give
you opportunities every day to point to how beautiful, protective,
practical, helpful, and good God’s wisdom really is. Think about
it. Who wouldn’t want to live in a world where everyone was kind,
loving, humble, patient, giving, and serving? Who wouldn’t want to
live in a world where no one ever stole anything, where no one ever

took another person’s wife, where there was no violence or murder,
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where no one was ever jealous or eaten by envy, where governments
weren’t corrupt, and where people were always truthful? I have just
described the world that God in his wisdom wants for us.

It is important to understand that since your children do not
come into the world hungering for God’s wisdom, as a parent you
have to be committed to be a salesman for it. You have to be com-
mitted to daily selling to your children what they’re not seeking, and
you do that by showing your children how beautiful it is. So don’t
be mad when you have to discipline your children. A God of grace is
giving you an opportunity to be part of his rescue of them. Patiently
capture those moments, not just by enforcing the rules, but by talk-
ing about how gorgeous God’s wise way is.

3. Story

As you are doing this, tell the story of the person and work of Jesus
to your children again and again and again. Tell them how God
could have condemned us all to our foolishness and its results, but
instead how he sent his Son so that instead of being condemned,
we’d be forgiven and rescued from ourselves. You simply cannot tell
this story to your children enough. Talk about how God exercised
his power to control history so that at just the right time Jesus would
come and extend his sacrificial love to fools who didn’t even recog-
nize his existence. Talk to them about how Wisdom came to rescue
fools so that fools would become wise. Start telling this story when
they are toddlers and don’t stop telling this story until your young
adult children have left your home.

4. Welcome

Finally, talk about how God right here, right now, extends a wel-
come to them to confess their foolishness, to seek his forgiveness,
and to receive his eternal help. Talk to them about how Jesus lived
a perfectly righteous life so that unrighteous people could be wel-
comed into the arms of a perfectly holy God. And tell them that
when he extends his forgiving grace to them, he will not turn his
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back on them ever again, no matter how foolish they are. Don’t yell
at your children; lead them to confession. Be a visible representative
of the patient and forgiving welcome that God extends to all who
come to him.

Parenting is about parenting the heart, and parenting the heart
means recognizing and dealing with the foolishness that is in the
hearts of all of our children. This confronts us with the fact again
that our children don’t just need God’s law; they are also born with
a deep, abiding need for his grace, and we are called to be tools of
that grace in the hearts and lives of our children.

One more thing needs to be said. If you want to be God’s tool
of heart rescue and heart change in the lives of your children, you
have to be humbly willing to start with your own heart. It is true
that your heart will cause you to be in the way of what God is
doing rather than being a willing part of it. Let’s say that it’s 10:30
p.m. and the children you put to bed at 9:00 p.m. are now fighting
in their beds. You start down the hallway with feet heavy on the
floorboards. You’re probably not saying, “Thank you, God, for this
wonderful opportunity to rescue my children from the foolishness
that is so dangerous to them. I love your grace.” You’re probably
saying, “They’re dead!” And you’re about to go into their room and
in anger do and say things that you should not do or say. Now think
with me: Why are you angry? I would propose to you that you’re
not angry that your children have broken God’s law, because that
would be the anger of wisdom, correction, and grace. You’re angry
because your children have broken your law, and in your system of
law, there shall be no parenting after 10:00 p.m.

Now, I'm about to hurt your feelings. When we go off and rip
into our children, we are responding as a fool. A fool turns moments
of ministry into moments of anger. A fool personalizes what is not
personal. A fool is adversarial in these moments in his responses.
And a fool settles for quick solutions that do not get to the heart of

the matter. Sadly, I was that fool many times with my children. You
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see, getting at the foolishness that is in the heart of all of our children
begins with us confessing that we’re fools too. It’s not just our chil-
dren who need rescue. It’s not just our children who forget God and
do foolish things. It’s not just our children who want their own way.
It’s not just our children who make it all about them. We do all of
these things too and because we do, our daily need for God’s rescue
and forgiveness is just as great as our children’s is.

The mystery of the way God works is that he sends fools to res-
cue fools and because he does, it takes grace to be a tool of God’s
agenda of rescuing grace. Parents, the more you are ready and will-
ing to confess the foolishness that causes you to need God’s grace, the
more you will be willing and ready to extend that grace to the foolish
hearts of the children he has entrusted to your care. But remember:
because of what Jesus has done for us, that grace is ready for the
taking right here, right now.
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Principle: Not all of the wrong your children do is a direct
rebellion to authority; much of the wrong is the result of
a lack of character.

Let me play out a scene for you. It’s Tuesday late afternoon at the
Smiths’. They live in an open floor plan house, where the kitchen,
living room, and family room all meld into one another. Mom is in
the kitchen, and she is in full-blown, nervous, and frenetic mode
because in an hour or so a family of six is going to arrive for dinner
and she is not remotely near being ready. In the family room, in full
sight of Mom, are her three children, ages 7, 9, and 11, and they are
playing Wii bowling together. Now, think with me carefully as I ask
the following question: What is wrong with this scene?

I would imagine many of you would answer, “Nothing! If 'm
working as fast and hard as I can to get something done and my chil-
dren are quietly playing together, Jesus has surely visited my house!”
But at closer examination, what is being revealed in this moment in

the lives of these children is a very important lack of character. Each
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of these children is old enough to understand that their mom is up
against it. Each of them has become accustomed to sensing her emo-
tions. Each of them is able to understand that she needs help. And
each of them is in possession of skills to help her, and in helping her,
lift some of the pressure that she is feeling. But not one of them of-
fers help, because they don’t actually care. They don’t care that she
is nervous and discouraged. They don’t care that she is hurt that they
don’t offer to help. They don’t care that she may be embarrassed in
front of her friends. They don’t care.

You wouldn’t want such a person as your friend. You wouldn’t
want such an uncaring person as your spouse. You wouldn’t want
such an unfeeling person as your neighbor or your boss. What God
is graciously revealing in the hearts of these children is not okay in
them, and it should not be okay to us. What is being revealed is the
source of much of the hurt, heartache, dysfunction, and conflict in
the human community. So, it’s not enough to target the direct dis-
obedience of your children; as a parent you must also have an eye
toward their character.

You see, in the situation that I have described, the children have
not rebelled against a rule. They have not disobeyed their mom’s
command. They have not refused to do what they are told. But what
they are doing is wrong in the eyes of God, and it should be seen as
wrong by us as well. The problem with these children is not that they
have conspired together to rebel against their mother. Their problem
is that they lack character and because they do, they haven’t done
what is right, good, loving, and kind. You will miss God-given op-
portunity after God-given opportunity if you do not understand that
not every wrong thing your child does is a direct rebellion to author-
ity. Much of the wrong they do is the result of a lack of character.

It’s not enough to just emphasize the beauty of submission to
authority. You must also emphasize the need for character develop-
ment. In both of these you’re helping your children to recognize and
understand the damage that sin does to their hearts and to ours as
well. Now, you don’t march into the family room, stand in front of
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the flat-screen, and start yelling at your children: “How dare you
watch me be so upset and not offer to help me after all the things I've
done for you! I want you to unplug the game machine and hand it to
me. Take a good look at it because you’ll never see it again! Children
that are as cold and unfeeling as you don’t deserve a game machine!
Now, get your rear ends into the kitchen as fast as you can and do
what I tell you to do or, well, you don’t want to know what will hap-

'”

pen!” What ’m saying is this: if you deal with a lack of character
with a lack of character, you will not accomplish what God has given
you to accomplish in the hearts of your children.

Proper handling of these kinds of situations always begins not
with a lecture, but with confession. Before you talk to your children,
you and I need to talk to ourselves and to our Lord. We need to con-
fess that it’s not just our children who lack character; we do as well.
That’s why we are tempted to get angry when God is calling us to
give grace. That’s why we’re tempted to beat our children with words
when we are called to bless them with wisdom. That’s why we are
tempted to motivate our children with guilt, rather than igniting in
them the courage of the gospel. That’s why we take personally what
really isn’t personal at all and make it all about us. That’s why there
are moments when we are walking down the hallway toward one
of our children’s rooms and we’re actually angry because one of our
children has the audacity at that moment to need parenting!

Much of our struggle as parents is rooted in the fact that God
is still working, with the zeal of transforming grace, to mold new
character into our hearts. Without that grace we would be left to
the coldness of our hearts and the dysfunction it would create in
every dimension of our lives. When you confess that when it comes
to character struggles, you are more like your children than unlike
them, then you deal with situations when character problems are
revealed with patience, kindness, and grace. This confession frees
you to see these moments not as anger-producing irritants, but as
what they are: moments of grace. God has set every element of these
situations up to reveal the hearts of your children to you. He has
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manufactured this moment to remind you again that the heart of
your child is not operating the way that he intended. And he has
done this because he loves your child and he wants you to be an
instrument of insight, confession, and change in your child’s heart.
When you begin to think this way, rather than being mad that
you have to deal with this stuff all the time, you will be blown away
at the magnitude and zeal of God’s grace. How could it be that God
could love your children this much? How could it be that he could
care so much about what is in their individual hearts? How could it
be that he would exercise his sovereign power in such a specific way
as to make sure that the lack of character in the hearts of your kids
would be exposed in such clear ways? But he does care and he does
rule situations in our families, not so that they would be comfort-
able, but so that they would be something better, something restor-
ative. Because God is a God of incalculable grace and boundless love,
we will have character opportunities with our children. God will
give them to us again and again. The question is, Will we recognize
them and deal with them with patient wisdom and restorative grace?

A Stunning Connection

The Bible makes a connection to the source of character issues that
makes these issues profoundly more important to the task of parent-
ing than you would otherwise think they are. Character problems
are more than relational hassles or situational irritants. They are
more than what causes horizontal disharmony in our lives. There
is something deeply moral and theological about these problems,
and only a person who takes the Bible seriously would ever come
to understand this. Why do all of our children (and us too) tend to
be impatient, unkind, demanding, and complaining? Why do they
tend to fight with each other, say things that are unkind, and lack in
functional love? Why do they want to be first in line, be the center of
attention, and find it easier to be served rather than serve? Why do
they tend to look for ways to avoid work, shift the blame, and think
that they know more than they actually know? Why do they tend
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to argue for argument’s sake, be more competitive than is necessary,
and think they’re the one always getting the short end of the stick?
Why do they not act lovingly toward people they say they love, why
do they not like to share, and why do they tend to excuse rather than
confess? Why?

If you do not understand the source of character issues, it’s hard
to handle those issues in a way that leads to recognition, confession,
and change. This is where the connection that Scripture makes is as
practical as it is brilliant. When I came to understand this connec-
tion, it fundamentally altered forever the way I looked at my children
(and myself) and the way that I dealt with their character problems.

I want to examine Romans 1 with you because this is where
this stunning character connection is made for us. The verses below
break into God’s discussion of what sin does to the function of every
heart of every person who was ever born. That means it describes to
you the hearts of your children.

. . . because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and
worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who
is blessed forever! Amen. . . .

And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave
them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done.
They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, cov-
etousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit,
maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, inso-
lent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents,
foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Though they know God's
righteous decree that those who practice such things deserve to
die, they not only do them but give approval to those who prac-
tice them. (Rom. 1:25, 28-32)

I don’t know if you caught it as you read the passage above,
but the Bible connects character issues to the most significant of all
human functions—worship. What this passage is telling you as a
parent is that the heart of your child always lives under the rule of
someone or something. And what rules the heart of your child will
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shape and determine how he deals with the situations and relation-
ships of everyday life. This passage also alerts you to the fact that
this means that there is a daily war that is being fought on the turf
of the hearts of your children. It’s a war for control. Will the heart of
your child be controlled by love for the Creator (worship) or by crav-
ing something in the creation (idolatry)? Further, it lets you know
that it’s only when your heart is ruled by the Creator that you will
respond as he has designed you to respond to the circumstances and
people in your life. Think of how this helps us understand, untangle,
and intervene in situations like what I described to you in the begin-
ning of this chapter.

So we’ll start with this question: On the Tuesday in our story,
what’s ruling the hearts of those children? The answer is easy: plea-
sure. Is pleasure an evil thing? No, it’s not. God placed us in a plea-
surable world and created us with an ability to enjoy its pleasures,
but pleasure must not rule your heart. If the desire for pleasure con-
trols your heart, you will not respond appropriately to the situations
and people in your life. So because these children were getting what
they wanted, they didn’t care about what their mother was going
through. If pleasure controls your heart, you won’t love and serve
the people in your life as God has called you to.

It’s not wrong to want a little control over your life, but if the
heart of your child is ruled by control, he will fight your authority
every time. It’s not wrong for your child to want to be right, but if
a desire to be right rules his heart, he will be endlessly argumenta-
tive. It’s not wrong for your daughter to want to be accepted, but if
human acceptance rules her heart, she will be tempted to do things
she shouldn’t do to get it. It’s not wrong for your son to enjoy mate-
rial possessions, but if the desire for things rules his heart, he will
be constantly dissatisfied and demanding. It’s not wrong for your
children to want a little independence, but if independence rules
their hearts, they will fight you every time you try to exercise a bit of
parental control over them. The character issues in the lives of your
children exist not just because they want bad things, but because
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they become enslaved to good things. You see, a desire for even a
good thing really does become a bad thing when it becomes a ruling
thing.

The biblical connection of character issues to worship is incred-
ibly helpful as you think about how to understand and respond to
those issues in the lives of your kids. And you have to understand
your parental job description in these moments. Your children don’t
understand the connection that the Bible makes between charac-
ter and worship. If you would go into the family room and ask,
“Why didn’t you offer to help Mommy? You could see she needed
help,” your children wouldn’t answer, “Because there’s idolatry in
our hearts. Rather than our hearts being ruled by God, they were
ruled by pleasure, so we didn’t really care about what you were going
through. Come on, Mom, you know that misplaced worship always
leads to character deficiency.” Your children will never say that be-
cause they don’t understand why they do the things they do. Parents,
that’s your job. It’s your God-given job to unfold deep mysteries of
the universe to your children. To make connections for them that are
not only insight-giving, but life-transforming as well. They need you
to do more than announce failure, instill guilt, attach a consequence,
and walk away. If you can’t have a conversation that makes these
important heart/worship connections, schedule it later. But capture
these opportunities. These moments are moments of grace. God is
revealing to you what your children don’t see and don’t understand
so you can show it to them so that the Spirit of God can work con-
cern, conviction, and confession into their hearts.

Every exposure of the heart is a grace. Every conversation is a
blessing. How amazing is God’s love that he would ever care about
one moment in one family in one house somewhere on earth, and
he would work so that hearts would be exposed, truth spoken,
and rescue provided. If he did that only once, it would be an
incredible miracle of grace, but he does it again and again in mil-
lions of homes every day. That he cares for us and our children is
too magnificent for our little human brains to fully grasp. When
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you have to deal with a situation that has been made difficult be-
cause your child lacks character, you are not being cursed, you’re
being graced. God turns these moments of failure into moments
of redemption and asks you to participate in his gracious rescue
agenda.

When your teenage daughter, Sally, comes home at the end of
her school day and says, “Everybody in my class is going up to
that old abandoned camp for the weekend to hang out and have
a sleepover,” you say, “Do they have permission to be there?” She
says a bit impatiently, “Mom, it’s an abandoned camp; there’s no
one to give permission.” You then say, “Will there be adult supervi-
sion?” Sally says, “Come on, Mom, we’re a bunch of young adults.
We’re capable of an overnight at an old camp. What do you think
is going to happen?” So you respond as calmly as you can, “Sally,
I’m not comfortable with you going somewhere for the weekend
without permission to be there and without adult supervision.”
Sally says, “But, Mom, everyone is going. I will be the only one
that can’t. How embarrassing is that? I wish you weren’t so hung
up. [ wish you would trust me for once. I can’t believe I have to go
to school tomorrow and tell my friends that my mom won’t let me
go!” You say, “Sally, I wish I could say yes, but I just don’t think
it’s a good plan.” Sally walks away while saying, “I knew you’d say
no; you always say no.”

The problem with Sally in this situation is not that she has bro-
ken a rule. You had never given her the “no weekends at abandoned
camps” rule. The problem with Sally is that she lacks character and
that lack of character has put her at odds with you. Now, think back
on the connection that has been the focus of this chapter. What’s rul-
ing Sally’s heart right now? Sally doesn’t understand it, but the big
motivating factor in her heart is what the Bible calls “fear of man.”
Sally craves being in the “in crowd.” She craves being accepted by
her peers. She fears being rejected. All of this is understandable and
normal, but dangerous as well. The Bible says that fear of man is
a snare (Prov. 29:25). You see, it is natural to want to be accepted
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because God has designed us to be social beings, but if human ac-
ceptance is where Sally looks to get her identity and inner sense of
well-being, then she will be tempted to do and say things that she
should not in order to get it.

Because fear of man rules Sally’s heart, she is angry that her
mom is concerned, rather than being thankful for her love. But Sally
doesn’t understand why she’s feeling what she’s feeling and doing
what she’s doing because she doesn’t understand the connection
between character and worship. Sally needs something more than
a parent who will say a firm 7noj; Sally needs a parent who will help
Sally understand what’s in her heart and how it shapes the way she
responds to her mom. These are not the hard moments of parenting;
these are wonderful moments where eye-opening and heart-changing

conversations are given an opportunity to happen.

A Descriptive List

Go back and look at Romans 1:28-32 again. Notice the connection
between worship (“since they did not see fit to acknowledge God”)
and character (the poor character list that follows). If you examine
this list, it describes quite clearly the things we deal with with our

children every day.

Envy. How often do you have to deal with the conflict that results
because one sibling is jealous of another?

Strife. Is there ever a day when you don’t have to deal with some
kind of problem between your children?

Deceit. How often are our children less-than-honest about what
they have said or done?

Gossip. Do you not find your children being regularly seduced
by the temptation to talk negatively about someone to some-
one else?

Insolent. To be insolent is to be rude and unmannerly. What par-
ent doesn’t have to deal with this on a regular basis?

Haughty. It’s the pride in the hearts of our children that again and
again makes parenting them difficult.
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Boastful. Boastfulness is pride with an open mouth. Our children
are way too comfortable with announcing that they are better,
smarter, prettier, faster, stronger, more likeable, etc.

Foolish. There is never a day when somehow, someway you are
not confronted with the foolishness of one of your children.

Heartless. It is sad to see how heartless our children can be in
their responses to one another.

Not only does this list capture the things that you are required
to grapple with daily as you parent your children, it also tells you
why you have to deal with them. Your children don’t so much need
character management as they need worship realignment. They don’t
first have a character problem; they have a worship problem that
produces a character problem. Because of this they need more than
character critique; they need to be given insight into the worship
function of their hearts and how it shapes the way they react in the
relationships and situations of their daily lives. They really do need
truth that has the power to set them free.

Yes, it is true that our children are slaves to what they don’t see,
and because they are, they respond in ways that they don’t understand.
They need the grace of insight, the grace of wisdom, the grace of patient
instruction, and the grace of daily forgiveness. And our ability to give
this grace to our children starts by acknowledging that the list we have
considered not only describes them but us as well. The worship of our
hearts gets kidnapped, too, by something in the creation, and when it
does, we don’t respond as we should to the people and situations in
our lives. Like our children, we need a patient Father who will help us
to see our hearts so we can confess what is there and reach out for the
change that only he can empower. Parents who are humbly willing to
confess their need of parenting care don’t resent those moments when
they are called by their Father to give the same care to their children.

Think of how God works in your life. He is not content with just
forgiving you for your sin; having forgiven you, he is zealously com-
mitted to transforming you. He doesn’t just target those intention-
ally rebellious moments. He works on the character of your heart as
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well, so that you progressively become what he designed you to be.
Because he is committed to character change, your Lord goes after
the idols of your heart and he will not rest until every thought, desire,
choice, word, and action is fully rooted in the worship of him. You
and I are still blessed every day with his fatherly care because the war
of worship still rages in our hearts.

Now God calls you to do with your children what he graciously
does with you every day. Help your children understand and own
what rules their hearts. Help them see how what controls their hearts
shapes how they respond to people and situations. Make the char-
acter/worship connection again and again and again for them. And
as you do, remember that you are functioning as a tool in the hands
of One who has the willingness and power to free the hearts of your
children from what has captured them, and in freeing them, implant
new character in their hearts.

Bobby’s Story

Bobby was a bit of a geek. He had a bulbous body, was not very coor-
dinated, and was a bit socially awkward. Because of this Bobby hated
school. There wasn’t a day when Bobby wasn’t made fun of. Bobby
would beg his mom to stay home, and he would cry as he told her at
the end of the day about how he was treated. But when Bobby was
around ten or eleven years old, he discovered that he had a good sense
of humor, and when he made jokes, people liked him. So the class-
room became a place for Bobby to perform for acceptance. Bobby
was good at it. Sometimes Bobby said something so hysterical that
the teacher would have to turn her back to the class because she was
laughing too. Bobby had become the typical disruptive class clown.

Then the notes started coming home about the distraction that
Bobby created in his class, and Mom would talk to Bobby. Bobby
would promise his mom that he would do better, but he didn’t do
better. Before long the administration of the school threatened Bobby
with expulsion, and his dad lectured Bobby about what life would
be like if he had no education, but nothing changed.
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I met Bobby when he was thirty-five. He had asked to talk with
me. The first time we met, [ asked Bobby why he was there, and I’ll
never forget what he said: “I’m just so tired of playing the buffoon.”
Bobby had never finished his schooling; he had a string of short-term
jobs and a series of broken relationships. He was a lonely, broken
man. So I began to talk to Bobby about his heart. It’s not wrong for
Bobby to have wanted to be accepted. It’s not wrong that Bobby
hated the rejection that he faced every day. But if these things rule
your heart, they will do damage to your life—and that is exactly
what happened to Bobby.

I remember Bobby saying to me, “Paul, 'm thirty-five years old,
and you’re the first person who has ever talked to me about what
rules my heart.” Bobby wasn’t saying this in a self-excusing way; he
was just wondering aloud. Bobby was raised in a Christian home.
He went to a pretty good church and attended a Christian school,
but no one had ever talked to him about what we have considered
in this chapter. No one had explained these liberating mysteries that
the Bible reveals for us. No one had told him that no human being
could ever give him the identity and rest of heart that he was looking
for. No one helped him to understand that the failure in his life was
rooted in hooking his heart to something that would never deliver.

Bobby is now an owner of his own business. He’s married and a
father. Bobby is an elder in his church. I wrote this chapter because 1
am concerned about what will happen to the Bobbys that are being
raised by Christian parents about the world. Will our Bobbys learn
early what controls their hearts and how what controls their hearts
shapes the character of their lives? Or will our Bobbys continue to
respond to people and situations in ways they don’t understand out
of hearts that are progressively captured by what can never deliver
what they seek? Will their parents fail to see moments of character
deficiency as moments of grace? Will their parents fail to make con-
nections that have the power to change their hearts? Will we bring
the gospel of liberating, transforming grace to our Bobbys in little
moments of everyday life? What will happen to our Bobbys?
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Principle: You are parenting a worshiper, so it’s important
to remember that what rules your child’s heart will control
his behavior.

I want to deepen and expand the conversation about worship
because this issue may be the most important thing every parent
needs to understand about the children that God has called them
to parent. I want to start our examination of the truth that you
are parenting worshipers with a series of questions and two il-
lustrations.

Every parent needs to ask three questions:

1. Why do my children do the things they do¢ Every parent goes
through those moments when they’re confused, surprised, or dis-
mayed by the choices, words, and actions of their children. Why
does your little boy resist your instruction or guidance? Why do
your kids have such difficulty getting along with one another? Why
is your daughter so obsessive about her appearance? Why is getting
in the car such a source of sibling war-making?
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2. How does change take place in children’s bearts and lives? 1f
you see your child doing things that are selfish, wrong, rebellious,
foolish, or destructive, you will long to see them change. Sadly, be-
cause most Christian parents can’t answer the first question, they
can’t answer this one either. Therefore they reduce their parenting
to trying to control their kids’ behavior, rather than working every
day to be a tool of change in God’s hands.

3. How can I be a tool of change in the hearts and lives of my chil-
dren? It is vital to understand that God has called you to something
deeper than to manage, guide, and control your child’s behavior.
God has called you to be an agent of his rescuing, forgiving, trans-
forming, and delivering grace. You cannot allow yourself to settle
for anything less.

Why have I started with these three questions? Because the an-
swer to these questions is found in a single word: worship. Every
single thing your child has ever said or done is rooted in worship.
There is no more foundational observation about human beings
than the one we are now examining. There is no such thing as a little
boy or little girl who does not worship. There is no such thing as a
middle-schooler or teenager that does not worship. Worship is not
only the shaping force of our children’s behavior, but it is the expla-
nation of the choices they make and the actions they take. Without
understanding the expansive implications of this truth about your
children, you will be deep in the woods without a GPS.

Children do what they do because of what they worship. Because
of this, change is not so much about behavior management, but wor-
ship realignment. Being an instrument of change means getting at
worship issues with your child. You may be saying to yourself right
now, “Paul, I don’t have any idea of what you’re talking about. I
just want my kids to eat what they’re told, to go to bed when they’re
told, do their homework, and stop fighting with one another. What
you’re writing about seems more theological than practical.” T do

understand that reaction. I’ve heard it from many parents as I’ve
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tried to get them to understand the significance of this truth. So let
me give two parenting illustrations.

You decide to take your son to Toys“R”Us. (Don’t go there, the
Devil is in that place!) You have been there before, and you know all
the temptations that will greet your son. So you put him in the cart,
and you go down the center of the aisle so his little arms can’t reach
all the things he would like to grab and take home. You eventually
get to that final checkout aisle, which is designed to be a conspir-
acy against your parenting. Located in that narrow aisle are those
$6.95/$7.95 blister-wrapped items. They are deliberately positioned
right where your son can see them and touch them. So your son
says, “Mommy, I want one of those.” You say, “Johnny, Mommy
is not going to buy you anything else.” Johnny immediately says,
“But Mommy, it’s a Captain X Bongo figure and I don’t have any of
those.” You say a little more sternly, “Johnny, Mommy has said that
she is not going to buy you anything else.” “But Mommy,” Johnny
whines, “Billy has all of them. He even has the play station. I’'m the
only boy I know that has to go to someone else’s house to even hold
a Bongo figure. Mommy, if you get this for me, I promise I will never
ever ask for anything again.” Now, with a bit of frustration in your
voice, you say, “Johnny, Mommy is not going to buy you anything
else. Mommy bought you a puzzle, and that’s all you’re going to get
today.” At that point, Johnny begins to scream as if you had physi-
cally hurt him. It is very embarrassing; you can feel all the people
around you staring at you. It’s one of those moments when you wish
you had a button you could press that would open a trapdoor to an
underground tube to your house. You just want to get out of there
as fast as possible.

Now, if your interpretation of the embarrassing public skirmish
with your son is that it was just another nasty encounter between
you and him, you don’t know your child and what makes him tick.
Yes, the tension in the moment is horizontal (parent to child), but
what has caused it is vertical (your child and God). Understanding
this is essential to understanding the task that God has called you
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to. You see, Johnny wants something more than just a mom who
will provide for him. In fact, although he doesn’t know it, Johnny
wants something more than a God who will provide for him. Read
carefully what I am about to say. What little Johnny actually wants
is to be that God. He wants to be the one who stands in the center
of his world and rules it. He wants to think and it will happen. He
wants to speak and it will be done. He wants what he wants, when
he wants it. He doesn’t ever want to be told no. He doesn’t want
anyone to stand in his way. Why? Because Johnny instinctively puts
himself in God’s position. He instinctively makes life all about him.

It would be bad enough and difficult enough if Johnny just had
a problem with submitting to human authority, but he has a pro-
foundly more significant problem than that. Johnny has a problem
with his mom’s authority because he has a problem with God’s au-
thority. He has a problem with his position as a son because he
wants God’s position. The nasty moment in the toy store is about
something way more significant than a little boy’s desire for another
toy. It is about the deeper cravings of his heart, and if you do not
understand that, you will not help him.

Your sixteen-year-old daughter spends what you think is a ri-
diculous amount of time in the bathroom every morning. She never
seems to have enough clothes. She devours fashion magazines and
websites. You have begun to think that she must be the selfie queen
of her generation. She not only constantly takes selfies, but she also
takes selfies in the mirror, so she has selfies of her taking selfies! You
are concerned that she puts on too much makeup and wants to dress
too provocatively.

You are saddened that what she looks like on the outside gets way
more attention and concern than what is happening on the inside. As
you listen to her talk, you are concerned with how important the re-
actions of friends (particularly boys) are to her and her appearance.
She’s constantly telling you that she thinks she’s ugly or fat. She tells

you she hates her nose, thinks her calves are too big, and wishes she
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wasn’t so flat-chested. With all her attention on her appearance, she
frets every time she goes out and seldom seems happy for very long.

It’s not hard to step back, examine, and understand what’s going
on here. This teenager’s problem is way deeper than just the fact
that she is vain (and she is). It is way deeper than the fact that she
is materialistic. It is way deeper than the fact that she spends too
much time and money on her appearance. It’s way more significant
than the fact that she cares too much about the opinion of others.
It’s way deeper than the fact that she has bought into the surround-
ing culture’s view of beauty. It’s bigger than the fact that she is not
committed to modesty. All of these things exist in this girl because
something at a deeper level is broken, and change will only ever take
place in her life if you get at that deeper thing.

All these things are operating in this girl’s life because of wor-
ship. That’s where the brokenness exists. You won’t solve the prob-
lem by limiting the time she has in the bathroom, putting her on
a strict clothing budget, requiring her to quit complaining, taking
away her fashion magazines, or okaying her outfits before she leaves
the house. If that’s all you do, the minute she is out from under
your control, she will go back to the old appearance-obsessed way
of living.

What is going on in this teenage girl’s life is profoundly spiritual.
It is about the deepest commitments and cravings of the heart. It
is about where she looks for life, for satisfaction and contentment,
for identity and belonging, for meaning and purpose, and for her
inner peace and security. It’s about where she looks to find hope
and strength. It’s about what gets her up and helps her face another
day. It’s about what is her functional God. The sad thing is that she
has attached her identity and the security of her heart to something
that can and will not deliver. In her lack of heart rest, she becomes
all the more addicted and obsessed. She focuses more and works
harder to be beautiful, attractive to her friends, and alluring to the
boys around her. She desperately needs parents who will do more
than try to control her choices and behavior. She needs parents who
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understand her at heart level and are working to be instruments of
heart change. What is raging in her life is a war of worship, and
sadly, there is a good possibility that her Christian parents don’t
know that.

What Is Worship?

Worship is a tricky word for most of us, because when we think of
worship we tend to think of formal religion. When most people think
of worship, they think of Sunday morning, a gathering of fellow be-
lievers for singing, offering, and preaching. But worship is not just
a religious function; it is a human function. Worship is something
everyone does every day. You don’t have to know you are worship-
ing to be worshiping. Because everything in our lives is shaped by
worship, there is a way in which everything that we do is somehow,
some way, an act of worship. You can’t divide life into moments that
are times of worship and moments that aren’t.

Worship is that inner desire for wonder, amazement, and awe
that every human being possesses. It is that craving to be fulfilled. It
is that constant search for life. It is wanting personal meaning and
purpose. It’s the drive to look to someone or something to give you
identity. It’s that universal hunger for inner peace. It’s that life-long
hunt for God. It’s the fact that we always live in service of something
or that we always live in control of something. It’s the reality that
no one is godless. We all give our hearts to the one true God or to
some created God replacement. Read the powerful things Scripture
has to say about the worship/idolatry of our hearts and the hearts

of our children.
“You shall have no other gods before me.” (Ex. 20:3)

“Love the LorRD your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your might.” (Deut. 6:5)

“Take care lest your heart be deceived, and you turn aside and
serve other gods and worship them.” (Deut. 11:16)



False Gods

“The Lorp your God will circumcise your heart and the heart
of your offspring, so that you will love the LorD your God
with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live.”
(Deut. 30:6)

“And do not turn aside after empty things that cannot profit or
deliver, for they are empty.” (1 Sam. 12:21)

“How long shall my honor be turned into shame? How long will
you love vain words and seek after lies?” (Ps. 4:2)

“For all the gods of the nations are idols, but the LORD made the
heavens.” (Ps. 96:5)

“Their idols . . . have mouths, but do not speak;
eyes, but do not see.
They have ears, but do not hear;
noses, but do not smell.
They have hands, but do not feel;
feet, but do not walk;
and they do not make a sound in their throat.
Those who make them become like them;
so do all who trust them.” (Ps. 115:4-8)

“I am the Lord, that is my name;
my glory I give to no other,
nor my praise to carved idols.” (Isa. 42:8)

“Thus says the LorD, the King of Israel
and his Redeemer, the LoRD of hosts:
‘T am the first and I am the last;
besides me there is no god.”” (Isa. 44:6)

“Therefore speak to them and say to them, Thus says the Lord
Gob: Any one of the house of Israel who takes his idols into his
heart and sets the stumbling block of his iniquity before his face,
and yet comes to the prophet, I the LorD will answer him as he
comes with the multitude of his idols.” (Ezek. 14:4)

“Therefore, beloved, flee from idolatry.” (1 Cor. 10:14)

155
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“Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves
the world, the love of the Father is not in him.” (1 John 2:15)

“And the world is passing away along with its desires, but who-
ever does the will of God abides forever.” (1 John 2:17)

I have pulled out just a few passages of hundreds in the Bible.
Why is this such a strong biblical theme? Because the God who cre-
ated us knows that everything in our lives and the lives of our chil-
dren is driven by worship. He knows that whether we are conscious
of it or not, every day of our life is a war of worship.

These uniquely human inner cravings—for life, for peace, for
identity, for hope, and for meaning—that are at the heart of what
worship is, were intended to lead us to our Creator, to seek the help
that only he can give and to give our lives in service of him. But
sin causes all of us to exchange worship and service of the Creator
for worship and service of the creation. The position that God was
to have in our lives gets functionally occupied by something in the
creation. The catalog of things we worship is as wide as the catalog
of things that God created. So from the earliest moments of your
child’s life he or she will worship something. I don’t mean intention-
ally or self-consciously, but your children will give their hearts to
something. Their words and actions will be shaped by the rule of
something. If your child looks for identity in material possessions,
they will be all too focused on physical things and materialistic in
their approach to life. If they look to people to give them life, they
will be a slave to the opinions of others and work too hard to please
them. If they look to get their inner sense of well-being from being
in control, they will resist your authority as a parent and want to
write their own rules. If they put themselves in God’s position, they
will be entitled, demanding, complaining, needlessly competitive,
and proud.

All the dysfunction, disobedience, disrespect, and resistance in the
lives of your children, which distress you and make parenting hard,
have worship roots. All of the willingness, compliance, respect, re-
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sponsibility, honor, peacemaking, and good choices, which cause you
to celebrate, are rooted in worship too. Knowing this is foundational

to doing what God has called you to do as you parent your children.

The capacity of the heart of our children to worship is meant
to drive them to God. You can’t allow yourself to separate your
parenting from this truth. Your parenting must be shaped by the
most radical thing that anyone could ever say about your children.
Your kids were made for God. They weren’t just made for a good
education, a good job, a good house, a good marriage, and good
citizenship. These things have value, but they are not the reason your
children have been given life and breath, and they must not be our
ultimate goals as parents. Our children were made to find life, hope,
identity, and meaning in God. They were made to surrender their
will and their natural gifts to him. They were created to stay will-
ingly inside God’s boundaries. Many parents unwittingly separate
Christianity from everyday life as they parent their children, and in
separating Christianity from daily life, they fail to make worship as
important as it is. Yes, they want their children to believe in God, to
go to church, and to do what is right, but the primary focus of their
parental energy is on producing children who are mannerly, do well
at school, and succeed in sports and music. So they try to control
all of the behaviors that will get in the way of these goals. Because
of this they do not focus on the heart and what rules the heart. And
because they fail to think about the heart, they miss those wonderful
moments of grace where God is revealing the heart of the child so
that his parents can be God’s tools of rescue, leading our children
to insight, confession, and repentance. They are left with trying to
get their children to do what is right without addressing the heart,
failing to understand that if they could do that, Jesus wouldn’t have

had to invade earth on his mission of rescue.

The capacity of your children to worship is the most important
biblical insight for parents. What captures your attention with your
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children? The fact that they fight so much, that they tend to work
harder at getting out of work than doing work, how they’re doing at
school, the circle of friends they crave to be accepted by, the sexual
insanity and temptation that seem to greet your children every day,
the chaotic look of their rooms, the fact that they tend to be girl-
friend and boyfriend focused, that they argue over things that seem
so unimportant, their materialism, how much time they spend on
their cell phones, their Facebook/selfie view of life, their horrible
diet, the amount of time extracurricular activities distract them, or
their lack of spiritual interest? Of course, everything I have listed is
important because the list captures where your children live everyday
and what captures their interest and controls their time. But it’s im-
portant to understand that these things do not cause your children to
be what they are and to do what they do. No, these are the locations
where what is really important to them, that is, what functionally
rules their hearts, are revealed.

As a parent you have to look through the lens of the truth that
your children are worshipers in order to understand and deal with
all that is going on in your children’s lives. God will use the normal
stuff of daily responsibilities, opportunities, relationships, and temp-
tations to expose to you what is going on in the heart of the worship-
ers that have been entrusted to your care. He will do this again and
again, because he is a God of gloriously zealous and patient grace.
He is after the heart of your child even when you don’t have the sight
or the sense to be. And he will be faithful to give you opportuni-
ties to see and help your children to see the God-replacements that
are progressively gaining control of their thoughts, desires, feelings,
choices, hopes, dreams, cravings, values, and goals. He is on a mis-
sion of rescue, and he has appointed you to be his representative
on-site in the lives of your children. For a parent, there is no biblical
observation, no parental job description, and no daily goal more
important than what we are talking about right now. As one of my

favorite theologians, Bob Dylan, sings, “You gotta serve somebody.”
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Since your children are worshipers, you must be committed to
being an instrument of seeing. Since sin tends to blind your children
to their own hearts, because sin is deceitful, you must look every
day for opportunities to be an instrument of seeing in their lives.
It’s not enough to announce rules and enforce punishment. It’s not
enough to get out your portable pulpit and give another lecture. It’s
not enough to strategize how to protect your child from himself. All
of these things have a place, but they are not enough. You see, if you
see wrong in the hearts of your children, but they don’t acknowl-
edge that wrong, they will resist your help and they will not commit
themselves to change. Here’s how it works. Your children cannot
grieve what they do not see, they cannot honestly confess what they
do not grieve, and they cannot repent of what they haven’t confessed.
Read what was prophesied of Jesus: “And I will lead the blind in a
way that they do not know, in paths that they have not known I will
guide them. I will turn the darkness before them into light, the rough
places into level ground. These are the things I will do, and I do not
forsake them” (Isa. 42:16).

When you work to help your children to see and own what is
motivating them to want what they want and to do what they do,
you are doing the work of the Messiah, Jesus, who sent you. Par-
enting is not just about getting your children to do something, but
helping them to see so that they would desire to do it. Every day you
are working to give them light—light that illumines the heart and
allows them to confess what is there. It’s important to understand
that your children resist your help because in their blindness they do
not think they need it. Sight-giving is an irreplaceable step to lasting
change in the lives of your children. You must always ask, “What
right now does God want my child to see that he is not now seeing
and how can I help him see it?” Maybe there is no more important
question than this one.

Since your children are worshipers, a vital skill for you is to
learn how to lead them to confession. It is so tempting to confess
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for your children: “This is what you did! This is why you did it!

'”

And this is what you’re going to get!” It is so tempting to make
threats: “You don’t ever want me to see you do that again!” It is
so tempting to instill guilt: “I just can’t believe that you would do
this to me!” It is so tempting to call names: “Sometimes you’re
such a brat!” It’s so tempting to condemn: “Sometimes I wonder
if you’ll ever make anything of yourself!” It’s so tempting to com-
pare one of your children to another: “I can’t understand why you
can’t just do what is right like your sister; you’ve been raised in
the same home!”

It’s so tempting to raise your voice, to make your vocabulary
more pointed, to shake your finger, to get up in the faces of your
children and, sadly, to slap their faces, to shove, push, pull, or pinch.
None of these things opens up the hearts of your children. None of
them gives them eyes to see. None of them gives them a voice to
confess. All of these things shut the hearts of your children down.
These things make your children angry and defensive. They make
them want to escape you rather than hear you. They take the focus
away from their own hearts and on to you. They put you in the way
of what the Messiah is doing in the hearts and lives of your children,
rather than make you a tool of it.

Leading your children to confession is about having tender, pa-
tient, understanding, and insight-giving conversations with your
children that are intended to get them to examine what they haven’t
acknowledged and to begin to accept responsibility for the thoughts,
desires, and choices that cause them to do what they do. Leading
your child to confession is not about being a prosecutor, leading
them to sentencing and judgment. It’s not about building a case for
indictment. It’s about wanting your children to experience the res-
cuing and transforming power of grace. It’s not “Do this and you’ll
get this” parenting. It’s “You need help, and I’'m here to help you”
parenting. So you commit yourself to asking this question day after

day after day: “Where is God calling my children to own responsibil-
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ity for their thoughts, desires, choices, and actions, without excuse

or shifting the blame, and how can I help them do it?”

To say your children are worshipers means you have no power
to free them from their biggest problem. We can teach our children,
we can warn our children, we can work to protect our children, we
can guide our children, we can be examples to our children, we can
discipline our children, we can correct our children, but we have no
ability at all to deliver our children from the natural idolatry of their
hearts. Admitting our inability is not giving up as a parent. On the
contrary, this humble admission is the soil in which effective, Christ-
centered, grace-driven, hope-infused, and heart-changing parenting
grows. If you confess your inability, then you do not allow yourself
to think that a louder voice, more graphic vocabulary, or a bigger
threat is going to alter the worship content of your child’s heart.
What our children need is the rescue of divine insight, divine con-
viction, and a divine commitment to change. Without this they will
say to themselves that they are okay and that they don’t need your
parental help or the heavenly Father’s.

Because your children are worshipers, your only hope for them
is the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. This point directly follows the
previous. If there is no human parental help that is powerful enough
to rescue our children from their own hearts, then there is only one
place where help is to be found. It is in the person and work of the
Lord Jesus Christ. Now clearly, this doesn’t mean that we do noth-
ing. It means that all that we do, we do with the desire to be sharp
tools in his powerful hands. We faithfully hold God’s high standard
before our children, we lovingly confront their wrong choices and
actions, we work to help give them insight into their hearts, we are
humbly honest about our own heart struggles, we talk to them again
and again about the grace to be found in Christ Jesus, and we model
his patience and forgiveness. We do all these things again and again

because we believe the Savior is in us, with us, and for us, and we
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believe he is for our children because he has graciously placed them
in a family of faith.

We are more like our children than unlike them. This final point is
essential. If you are going to be God’s tool in your children’s life, you
have to require yourself to remember that their worship struggles are
your worship struggles as well. Like them, you exchange love for
God for some craving for something in the creation. Like them, you
let good things become bad things in your heart because they become
ruling things. And like them, you tend to be blind to what’s in your
heart. So, the rescue that your children need, you need as well.

When you admit this, you stop being self-righteously judgmental
and start being compassionate. You stop saying things like, “When I
was your age, | would have never thought of doing such a thing.” Or,
“Ijust can’t believe that you would think of doing what you do.” Or,
“I just don’t know where this stuff comes from.” You see, it really
is true and worth repeating that no one gives grace better and more
willingly than a person who has admitted that he desperately needs
it himself. How about bringing that humble, grace-thankful heart to
all that you do with your children?

Parenting is being willing to expend your time, gifts, energies,
and resources in a daily battle of worship as God’s tool in the lives
of your children. It’s never just about food, friends, Facebook, home-
work, sleep-time, clothes, household rules, or sibling squabbles.
Those things are struggles because there is a deeper war going on
inside the hearts of your children. Every struggle in these areas is an
opportunity that is given to you by a God of amazing grace to get
at those deeper issues for the sake of the redemption, rescue, and
transformation of your children. And God will give you everything
you need to engage yourself in that deeper war.
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Control

Principle: The goal of parenting is not control of behavior,

but rather heart and life change.

Every September a sad thing happens. Thousands of supposedly
Christian students go off to residential universities and begin the

process of forsaking the faith.

Sharon has devised a good behavior award system. Every time her
children have a good day, she puts a quarter in a very visible glass
jar in the kitchen. When the jar is full, they get to go to McDonald’s

for their favorite dinner.

Jim’s sons shared the largest bedroom in their suburban home, but
they just couldn’t seem to get along with one another. Jim solved the
problem by getting a $100,000 loan and building an addition on his

home so his now teenage sons would each have a room of their own.

Becky created the concept of “Saturday Silent Suppers” so that

at least one day a week she could enjoy dinner with her husband
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and their four boys without it descending into noisy chaos. The
boys now dread the Saturday dinner meal because they have to eat

in total silence.

Fran and Joe have put a monetary value on every chore that they
want their children to do. On her iPad, Fran has created a chart that
keeps track of the chores each child has completed and how much
money each has accumulated as a result.

Bill has created a quiet place in the house where his children are re-
quired to go and sit by themselves when they have been disrespectful
or disobedient. He says he not only wants them to sit and think about
what they have done, but to dread being told to go into that room.

Sam sent his son to college with no money to spend. If he needs
or desires anything, he has to call home, and Sam puts that amount
into his ATM account. Sam not only wants to teach his son to be
thrifty, but to carefully control his spending.

All the Smith children have cell phones, but they’re on a pay-as-
you-go plan so that their parents can easily control the amount of
time they spend on their phones.

When her children were still in elementary school, Mary came
up with the idea of “Good Grade Gifts.” A monetary value was at-
tached to each good grade, and when the child had earned twenty
dollars, she could go to her favorite shop or web store and make a
purchase.

Jenny got so tired of her children fighting over the remote control
for the flat-screen that she created a “Remote Control Usage” chart
to schedule who had the remote when and to finally create a little

family room peace.

Jared can’t wait to be old enough to get out from under his par-
ents’ control and their endless rules and make a few decisions of his

own.
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Liz hates the way her mom makes her dress and often changes
clothes after she has left the house.

Cindy is exhausted at the end of another day of trying to do
anything she can to control her little gang of three boys and one girl.

One theme is woven through each of these vignettes. Did you see
it? These are parents from different places, with children of a vari-
ety of ages, yet each parent has given himself or herself to the same
thing. Not everything they’re attempting is wrong, but it’s all inad-
equate. Each little slice of parenting life that I’ve given you above
pictures either an attempt by a parent to control the behavior of a
child or the results of those attempts. Do our children need to be
controlled? Absolutely! Is controlling the behavior of your children
enough of a goal as a parent? Absolutely not!

In this chapter I want to pick up and expand a theme of this
book: as a parent you have been called to something more founda-
tional than the control of the behavior of the children that God has
entrusted to your care. I have touched on that subject in many of the
chapters you have already read, but I want us together to focus our

attention on this subject more fully here.

What Our Children Need

Consider this: the true needs of your children are what form your
job description as a parent. What you do as a parent shouldn’t be
shaped by the values of the surrounding culture. What you do as a
parent shouldn’t be shaped by your reaction to how you were par-
ented. What you do as a parent shouldn’t be shaped by what you
have dreamed your children could become. What you do with your
children should not be shaped by the ups and downs of your emo-
tions. Your parenting of your children should be shaped by what
God says every human being needs. What follows is a list of those
foundational human needs, but here’s what I want you to notice

about the list: not only are these the things that are to shape your
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parenting, but these are the things God promises and does for each
of his children. What God as your heavenly Father knows you need,
he has called you to provide as you represent him in the lives of your
children.

These are things that every parent should be daily committed to
lovingly, patiently, and faithfully deliver to their children. These are
more fundamentally important than many of the things that com-
mand our attention, eat up our schedules, and sap our energies as
parents. If God promises these things to you, he knows you need
them, and you cannot independently provide for them yourself. And
if that is true of you, it is also true of your children, so God calls
us to be the delivery agents of these good things in the lives of our
children.

God does call you to exercise daily control over your children,
so that you regularly provide these things for them. You must give
them God’s law and the household rules that apply those laws to
daily living. You must constantly teach them what is right and how
to live right. You must step in again and again and protect your kids
from themselves. You must prepare them to live well in this broken
world. You must structure their days and teach them how to invest
in their future. You must impart wisdom to them and teach them
what it looks like to live it out. You must confront them when they
do what is wrong. You must discipline them in the face of their rebel-
lion. To do these things you must be in control and you must exercise
faithful control over your children. But even if you faithfully did all
these things, you would not have done enough.

Confused? Well, read carefully through the list of needs and ac-

companying passages that follows.

Guidance

e “Where there is no guidance a people falls, but in an abundance
of counselors there is safety.” (Prov. 11:14)

* “For you are my rock and fortress; and for your name’s sake you
lead and guide me.” (Ps. 31:3)
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Protection

e “Like the birds hovering, so the LorD of hosts will protect Je-
rusalem; he will protect and deliver it; he will spare and rescue
it.” (Isa. 31:5)

¢ “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will abide in the
shadow of the Almighty.” (Ps. 91:1)

Instruction

® “Good and upright is the LorD; therefore he instructs sinners in
the way.” (Ps. 25:8)

e “Thus says the LORD of hosts. . . . Will you not receive instruc-
tion and listen to my words? declares the LORD.” (Jer. 35:13)

Wisdom

e “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives gener-
ously to all without reproach, and it will be given him.” (James 1:5)

* “And because of him you are in Christ, who became to us wis-
dom from God. ...” (1 Cor. 1:30)

Authority

e “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For
there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have
been instituted by God.” (Rom. 13:1)

¢ “And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in heaven and
on earth has been given to me.”” (Matt. 28:18)

Rules

e “The law of the LoRD is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony
of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple.” (Ps. 19:7)

e “But you are near, O Lorp, and all your commandments are
true.” (Ps. 119:151)

Structure

¢ “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LoRD, plans
for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.”
(Jer. 29:11)

167
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® “The counsel of the LoRD stands forever, the plans of his heart
to all generations.” (Ps. 33:11)

Preparation
e “The heart of a man plans his way, but the LORD establishes his
steps.” (Prov. 16:9)
e “His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life
and godliness.” (2 Pet. 1:3)

Understanding

¢ “I have more understanding than all my teachers, for your testi-
monies are my meditation.” (Ps. 119:99)

¢ “The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts understand-
ing to the simple.” (Ps. 119:130)

Confrontation
¢ “He who disciplines the nations, does he not rebuke? He who
teaches man knowledge. . . .” (Ps. 94:10)
¢ “But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’

that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”
(Heb. 3:13)

Discipline
e “Know then in your heart, as a man disciplines his son, the LorD
your God disciplines you.” (Deut. 8:5)
e “For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every
son whom he receives.” (Heb. 12:6)

Warning
¢ “He said to them, ‘Take to heart all the words by which I am
warning you today, that you may command them to your chil-
dren, that they may be careful to do all the words of this law.””
(Deut. 32:46)
* “Moreover, by them is your servant warned; in keeping them
there is great reward.” (Ps. 19:11)
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Love
® “The LorD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and
abounding in steadfast love.” (Ex. 34:6)

* “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son. . . .
(John 3:16)

»

Forgiveness
® “But with you there is forgiveness, that you may be feared.”
(Ps. 130:4)
* “As the Lord has forgiven you, so you must also forgive.”

(Col. 3:13)

Security

¢ “He gives them security, and they are supported, and his eyes are
upon their ways.” (Job 24:23)

* “You, O Lorp, will keep them; you will guard us from this gen-
eration forever.” (Ps. 12:7)

Read back through this list and ask yourself what’s missing.
True, it’s a wonderful list of things everyone needs, and if you
make sure that your kids have these things, well, that’s a very good
thing. But it is an incomplete list. God promises you all of these
things, but as your heavenly Father, he would not be satisfied if
you had them all. Exercising control over your children so that
you deliver these things, and in so doing shape their behavior, is
not enough. God, who called you to the task, promises you more
and has called you to more. In fact, the need that your kids have
for these things is rooted in a much deeper, more foundational
need. God calls you to do more than just battle for control. He
calls you to engage in a battle that is the battle of battles. It is the
battle that is the main drama of the story of redemption that is the
main theme of his Word. He calls you to keep this battlefront in
the center. He calls you to understand that all the other good and
needed things that you work to provide for your children aren’t the

goal of your parenting, but a means to a greater end. He calls you
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to be as zealously committed as he is to this deeper need, so that
you do not get distracted and sidetracked, becoming satisfied with
a job partially done.

He has called you to the job of jobs, and he will be with you and
provide for you every single thing you need. He calls you to exercise
faithful control, but never to be satisfied with the fact that you have.
Your dear children desperately need your parental control, but they
will not be all God has designed them to be if that’s all that you

give them.

Every Child’s Deeper Need

If you carefully watch your children and stop to think about the
things that you have to deal with as their parent, you will be driven
to the conclusion that they need more than careful parental control
because something has gone wrong inside them. It’s not just that
they make foolish choices, or argue with you endlessly, or mistreat
one another, or are entitled and demanding, or act as if they have
wisdom that they don’t, or question your authority, or find “no”

b

more natural to say than “yes,” or seem scarily attracted to the
world, or seem to lack interest in the things of the Lord, or pout
when they don’t get their way, or refuse to be happy until they get
what they want. It’s that all these things are moment-by-moment
symptoms of a deep, abiding, and inescapable need that they came
into the world with. And no matter how successfully you control
their choices and behavior, your control cannot and will not free
them from this deeper need.

To properly understand this need and the shaping impact it
must have on your parenting, there is no better place to look than
Psalm 51.

Have mercy on me, O God,
according to your steadfast love;

according to your abundant mercy
blot out my transgressions.



Control

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,

and cleanse me from my sin!

For I know my transgressions,
and my sin is ever before me.
Against you, you only, have I sinned
and done what is evil in your sight,
so that you may be justified in your words
and blameless in your judgment.
Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity,
and in sin did my mother conceive me.
Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being,
and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.

Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean;
wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.
Let me hear joy and gladness;
let the bones that you have broken rejoice.

Hide your face from my sins,
and blot out all my iniquities.
Create in me a clean heart, O God,
and renew a right spirit within me.
Cast me not away from your presence,
and take not your Holy Spirit from me.
Restore to me the joy of your salvation,
and uphold me with a willing spirit.

Then I will teach transgressors your ways,
and sinners will return to you.
Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God,
O God of my salvation,
and my tongue will sing aloud of your righteousness.
O Lord, open my lips,
and my mouth will declare your praise.
For you will not delight in sacrifice, or I would give it;
you will not be pleased with a burnt offering.

171
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The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit;
a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.

Do good to Zion in your good pleasure;
build up the walls of Jerusalem;

then will you delight in right sacrifices,
in burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings;
then bulls will be offered on your altar.

There is so much help in this psalm for understanding the deepest
need of your children that I think you could write a whole parenting
book from it alone. The implications of what David confesses and
cries out for set a whole new agenda for what God has called us to in
the lives of our children. As I explore the implications of this psalm for
understanding the task of parenting, I want you to notice the focus of
David’s confession. He doesn’t say, “I messed up and I’'m sorry.” Far
from it. David is deeply aware that he has more than a behavior prob-
lem. When you read Psalm 51, you are hit with the fact that embedded
in David’s confession of specific and concrete sins is a cry for God’s
help with a even deeper moral drama. Let me draw six agenda-setting

observations from this psalm for your work as a parent.

1. Your Children Need to See Their Sin,
So They’ll Cry Out for God’s Mercy

Psalm 51 begins with a cry every human being should make, but
sadly billions don’t. You only make this cry when you have come to
the point where you acknowledge that the greatest danger in your
life lives inside you not outside you, and because of that you are a
person in desperate need of God’s help and the helpers he has placed
in your life. There is no more important function for a parent than
this: to lovingly and patiently bring our children to the point where
they too cry out for God’s mercy. Crying out for God’s mercy hap-
pens only when you have acknowledged the sin that is inside you
from which you are not able to free yourself. Children who begin to
humbly and willingly acknowledge their sin not only run to God for
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his help, but they quit resisting the help, guidance, correction, and
instruction of their parents too. How sad would it be if you success-
fully managed and controlled the behavior of your son or daughter,
but they left your home never acknowledging the sin in their hearts
and their desperate need for God’s mercy?

What if our kids received a good education and landed a good
job, and are healthy, successful, and well-liked, but have no sin
awareness and no hunger for mercy? Perhaps David’s cry for mercy
confronts us that as Christian parents, our problem isn’t that we set
the parenting bar too high, asking too much of our children. I think
we set the bar too low, settling for horizontal success, when God has
called us to be agents of radical heart and life change.

2. Your Children Need to Understand the Nature of Sin,
So They Don’t Minimize Its Danger (vv. 1-3)

Here is something you need to consider. It is not negative and con-
demning to talk to your children about their sin. Think of it this way:
all loving parents warn their children about the dangers around them
that they need to be aware of and avoid. You do this because you
love your kids and you want to protect them from things that could
harm them. There is no more harmful thing in a child’s life than his
own sin. To be made aware of it and its power to destroy is a good
and loving thing.

It’s important to understand that your children don’t come into
the world seeing their sin or acknowledging its gravity. That’s your
job as a parent. Here again, Psalm 51 is incredibly helpful because
the three words that David uses for sin graphically portray its life-
crushing danger. The most basic word that David uses for this deep
brokenness of heart is sin. Sin means that your children, with all of
their natural gifts, abilities, and efforts, will consistently fall below
God’s standard. To use the bow-and-arrow illustration, it’s not that
your children aim and miss God’s mark. It’s that they aim, pull back
on the bow, and shoot—and every single arrow falls short of the

target. Not one arrow even hits the outer ring of the target. Every
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arrow falls to the ground short of God’s targeted destination. Sin
means our children, on their own, have no ability to live as God
has ordained and commanded them to live. No parental control, no
educational system, no personal success will give them this ability.
They need divine intervention.

The second word that David uses is iniquity. Iniquity is moral
uncleanness. It is heart-breaking to consider, but biblically true,
that our children come into this world unclean on the inside. What
does this mean? Moral uncleanness means that they are naturally
attracted to what God says is wrong, and because they are, they are
susceptible to the myriad of temptations that greet them every day.
The problem with our children is deeper than the fact that they have
less-than-perfect parents, or siblings that are selfish, or friends that
are mean, or that they live in a world that is broken. Their problem
is that they come to all of these situations with a susceptibility to
temptation and an attraction to what is wrong. If you look care-
fully, you will see this attraction and susceptibility operating in your
children almost every day.

The last word that David uses to describe sin is transgression. It’s
not just that sin makes our children unable, and it’s not just that sin
makes our children susceptible. Sin causes our children to be rebels.
Transgression means to consciously and willingly cross God’s boundar-
ies. It is seeing the “No Parking” sign and parking there anyway. It is
seeing the “No Trespassing” sign and climbing the fence and going in
anyway. As I wrote earlier, it may be hard to accept, but our children
are natural rebels against authority (God’s and ours), and they have a
natural inclination to want to step beyond the boundaries that have
been set for them. They will tend to inch closer and closer to the line,
finally crossing it in an attempt to experience the temporary feeling of
being self-governing. The struggle with our children is not just that they
are ignorant and in need of instruction. If all that our kids needed was
good instruction in order to live as God designed, then, I repeat, the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus wouldn’t have been necessary. They
need that divine intervention because, by nature, they are rebels against
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any authority but their own. You see that in the little girl who finds it
easier to say no to her mommy than yes, or in the teenager who tends
to argue every time he is told to do something, no matter what it is.

If your children are going to come to the place where they fear
the sin that is inside them and seek God’s help and yours, they will
need to understand the gravity of sin. These three words capture the
danger of sin and how important it is for your children to acknowl-
edge that it lives inside their hearts.

3. Your Children Need to Understand That Their Problem
Is Not with Their Parents, but with God (v. 4)

It seems almost weird for a man who has committed adultery and
murder to say that his sin is against God and God alone. But the fact
that David says this means he understands not only the gravity of
what he has done, but the seriousness of the condition of his heart
that caused him to do it. Our children need to understand this too.
Every sin is vertical. Every sin is a fist in the face of God. Every sin is
a desire to remove God from his throne and sit there yourself. Every
time your children sin, they tell themselves that they are smarter than
God, that they know better and can write their own rules. Every sin
is claiming independence from God. Every sin puts your children in
the center of the world and makes life all about them.

You see, our children were created to live for God, to give their
lives to him, to willingly stay inside his boundaries, and to do what
they do for his glory. Sin is about refusing to live for the glory of
another. It’s about your sons or daughters reducing their life down
to their wants, their feelings, and their happiness. No sin is purely
horizontal. When your children are disrespectful to you, they dis-
honor God, because it is God who has commanded them to respect
their parents. When your children fight with one another, they are
fighting against God, because it is God that called them to live at
peace with one another. When a teenage boy gets a girl pregnant, his
moral violation is against God, who commands him not to use the
body of another for his selfish pleasure.
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As a parent, you must always remember the verticality of the
wrong that your children do and not make it just about you. But
you must also help them to understand that they were made for God,
created to do his will, and because this is so, every wrong thing they
do is done against him.

4. Your Children Need to Understand That Sin Is a Nature
Problem That Produces Behavior Problems (v. 5)

When David says, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin
did my mother conceive me,” he is saying that my biggest problem is
not situational, it’s not geographical, it’s not relational. No, it’s my
nature. [ was born a sinner. I came into the world this way. This point
is significant and vital for you and your children to understand. It’s
not enough to say that your children sin. You and they must come
to recognize that they are sinners. Sin is not first a bad behavior; sin
is a condition that produces bad behavior. A sinner can’t simply say
to himself, “Tomorrow I am not going to sin anymore,” and actu-
ally pull it off.

It is loving to help your children to understand that it’s not
enough to confess that they sometimes do what is wrong. They need
to come to the place where they confess that wrong lives inside them,
and because of that they are in desperate need of God’s rescuing,
forgiving, transforming, and delivering mercy.

5. Your Children Need to Understand That Since Sin Is a
Heart Problem, the Only Solution Is a New Heart (v. 10)

You know when anyone cries out for a new heart that he has come
to understand what sin, their greatest need, is all about. The only
solution to the heart-infecting disease of sin that is in our children
is a divine heart transplant. That’s why Jesus was willing to come
and subject himself to this fallen world, that’s why he was willing
to endure the cruelty of the cross, and that’s why he had to exit his
tomb, so that he could deliver to us and our children the one thing
we all need: a new heart. More than just being managed, our chil-
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dren need to be delivered. More than being instructed, our children
need divine surgery. And it’s not enough for you to recognize that
need; they must come to recognize it as well, or they will continue
to resist your help and not admit their need of God’s.

6. Your Children Need to Be Taught to Run to the Only
Place of Hope: The Forgiving Grace of God (v. 14)

I have written this elsewhere, but it needs to be said here as well: the
doorway to hope is hopelessness. Until your children begin to give up
on themselves, their wisdom, their strength, and their righteousness,
they will not cry out for God’s mercy. As long as they retain hope
that they can make it without your help or God’s, they will deny the
sin inside them and take life into their own hands. The person who is
seeking forgiveness is acknowledging that they are not in charge, that
their life does not belong to them, that they have transgressed God’s
boundaries, and that they have no ability to buy their way back into
God’s favor. Then in their hopelessness, they run to the only place of
hope: the forgiving and restoring hands of the Redeemer.

Parenting is about being used of God to bring your children to
that wholesome and heart-changing place of personal hopelessness.
This is not a process of condemnation, but of patient and loving
rescue. Don’t you want this rescue for your children?

You are called to make use of every opportunity that God will give
you to help your children to become aware of the grave danger of the
sin that lives inside them. You don’t do this with irritation or impa-
tience, but with grace, acknowledging that you are just like them, a
person in need of God’s mercy. Self-righteously pointing out the sin of
others never works; it is offensive and condescending, and it will close
down the hearts of your children. Ask God to give you the grace to
come to them to talk to them about their sin as a person who is much
more grieved by the sin that is inside you than the sin that is in them.
When you come this way, your tenderness and humility becomes a

workroom for God to do in the heart of your child what you can’t do.
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Principle: It is only rest in God’s presence and grace that
will make you a joyful and patient parent.

If you are struggling to be patient, finding it hard to be joyful, and
sometimes dreading the next day of parenting, could it be that your
struggle to be tender and loving toward your children is rooted in
the reality that you are overburdened and overwhelmed? Could it be
that in your attempt to be a tool of grace in the lives of your children,
you have lost sight of the amazing resources of grace that are the
gift of the Father to all of his children? Perhaps in all your work to
be used of God to produce children who know what it means to rest
in his wisdom and grace, you have forgotten how to rest yourself.
As I fly around the world to lead parenting conferences, I meet
exhausted and discouraged parents all the time. In fact, many of
them have confessed to me that they dreaded coming to another
parenting conference because they thought they’d be told again all
the things they’re not doing and leave the weekend feeling defeated

and guilty. I’ve had mom after mom confess to me that they were at



180 Parenting

the end of their rope. I’ve had fathers ask me what to do about their
anger. 've had parent after parent say that they know that they’re
doing and saying things that they know they shouldn’t do, but they
don’t know how to stop.

Lydia said, “I start out the day telling myself that I’ll do better,
but by the end of the day, ’'m screaming at them again.”

Jason said, “I just hear my teenage son begin with his excuses
and I get angry.”

Marge said, “I have read all the good parenting books, but none
of them have helped me.”

Sue said, “How could it be that a three-year-old boy could have
the power to make me so crazy?”

Ginny said, “I go to bed exhausted, I wake up exhausted. I don’t
have a lot of joy.”

Frank said, “We got away last weekend because both of us were
at the end of our rope with our four boys.”

Sam said, “We were so excited about having children, but the
excitement is long gone.”

Sharon said, “I feel all the time that I just don’t have what it takes
to do all the things you’re supposed to do as a parent.”

Judy said, “I feel all the time that I just need to rest, but there is

no rest for a parent.”

Overburdened, overwhelmed, exhausted, and discouraged. I
think this is the state of many more Christian parents than we think.
And in our exhaustion and discouragement we are all too susceptible
to doing and saying things that are not only unhelpful to our chil-
dren, but that add to the burden of inadequacy we are already car-
rying. Occasionally we reflect on what we’ve been doing, and we’re
saddened that we’ve become what we determined we would not
become and we’ve done what we told ourselves we would never do.

Here near the end of this book I want to give you good news.
My prayer is that this news will not only lift your burden, but will
clarify and simplify what God has called you to as a parent. God
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will never ask you to deny the reality of your everyday, moment-by-
moment parenting struggle. He will never ask you to minimize how
hard it is to raise up God-fearing, God-loving, God-serving children
in this terribly broken world. He will never ask you to act as if you’re
doing well, when you’re not doing well. He will never call you to
rationalize away your children’s rebellion and the struggle you have
dealing with it in the right way. Biblical faith never requires you to
deny reality; rather, it calls you to look at all the troubling realities
in your life through the lens of the awesome glory and grace of your
Redeemer. And as a parent, it’s vital for you to understand that you
only properly understand your daily troubles and struggles accu-
rately when you look at them remembering the grandeur of the One
who appointed you to the task.

You see, if you humbly face the reality of what your children
need and how you struggle as a parent, but you do not remember
the incalculable glory of the God who sent you, you’ll soon feel
overwhelmed, defeated, and guilty. As a Christian parent, you must
not deny reality, but if you spend your mental and spiritual time
meditating on the struggle and not meditating on your Lord, you’re
probably going down. When we’re God-forgetful, we tend to load
burdens on our shoulders that we cannot bear. We tend to give way
to worry and fear, and we tend to get weakened by guilt. Perhaps
the best thing that you do for your children is not something you
do with them, but something that you do for yourself. Here it is:
the most important thing you do for your children is to remember
the One who sent you, and in remembering the One who sent you,
teach your heart to rest. Bringing unrest to your parenting of your
children never goes anywhere good. Vertical remembrance and rest
is the soil in which the wholesome, good, and change-producing
parenting grows.

It’s so easy in the middle of any day of parenting multiple children
to lose your mind. I don’t mean that you’ve actually gone crazy.
What I mean is that in the middle of all the busyness and confusion,
without knowing it, you’ve forgotten who you are, you’ve forgot-
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ten who God is, and you’ve forgotten what you’ve been given. And
because you’ve forgotten, you’re shouldering burdens that you were
never meant to carry and you’re defeated by your inadequacy. I re-
member sitting on my bed in my dark bedroom late one night after
having had a horrible conversation with my son where I had lost it
and said all the things that I told myself I wouldn’t say. In the dark,
I felt so defeated, so alone, and so overwhelmed. I remember mum-
bling to myself and to my Lord, “Ijust can’t do this anymore. It’s just
too hard.” In that moment it hit me that God hadn’t called me to do
what I could not do all by myself. Yes, as a parent, he had called me
to do things that were way beyond my natural abilities, character,
wisdom, strength, and gifts, but he had never sent me out to do them
alone. Aloneness is a cruel lie that will defeat us every time.

So I want to help you to remember and in remembering to rest. It
is a heart at rest that will enable you to do the good things that God
has called every parent to do.

The Best Parenting Passage in the Entire Bible

If I were to ask you what is the best, most practical, most helpful par-
enting passage in all the Bible, what would you answer? Most bibli-
cally literate Christian parents would answer, “Ephesians 6:1-4.”
That is a wonderfully helpful passage, but I want to take you to one
that is even more fundamental. I think my choice will surprise you.
And I think I know why.

You probably don’t need me to tell you this, but I will: Your Bible
is not arranged by topic. I know that frustrates some of you. You
kind of wish it were arranged by topic, with little tabs on the end of
the page that would direct you to your topic of need or interest. Well,
the Bible isn’t arranged that way. It’s not arranged as it is because
God made a massive editorial error. The Bible is arranged the way it’s
arranged because of wise divine intention. Your Bible is essentially a
grand redemptive story. Maybe it would be more accurate to say that
your Bible is a carefully theologically annotated story. It’s a redemp-
tive story with God’s essential explanatory notes.
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This means you can’t approach your Bible topically and get the
best that it has to offer you, because the Bible wasn’t designed to
operate that way. For example, if all you do to understand parenting
is go to the passages that have that word in them or seem to address
that topic, you will miss the majority of the information the Bible has
for you as a parent. Rather, your Bible works this way: to the degree
that every passage tells you something about God, something about
yourself, something about the disaster of sin, something about life in
this fallen world, something about what God has called you to, and
something about the operation of grace, to that degree every passage
tells you about every area of your life. That’s how your Bible works.

So I want to take you to a passage that almost is never mentioned
in the context of parenting, but has in it everything you need to know
and understand in order to experience the rest and courage of heart
that fuels good, godly, perseverant parenting.

I want to take you to one of the final, and surely the best known,
of Jesus’s commands to his disciples. This passage is popularly known
as the Great Commission, and because of that has been most often
applied to the formal evangelistic mission of the church. But I am
deeply persuaded that its call is much wider than that and because it
is, it offers real hope and help to every Christian parent. It captures
with clarity what God has called you to and what he has promised
you as you take on this hugely important and life-long task. As we
near the end of this book, I thought it would be helpful to consider

its implications and encouragements.

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and
on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples
of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that
I have commanded you. And behold I am with you always, to
the end of the age.” (Matt. 28:18-20)

I cannot think of any directive from the mouth of Jesus that is

a more appropriate call to every Christian parent than this one.
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If someone were to ask you what the ultimate job of a parent is,
what would you answer? Well, the answer is here. Your job is to do
everything within your power, as an instrument in the hands of the
Redeemer who has employed you, to woo, encourage, call, and train
your children to willingly and joyfully live as disciples of the Lord
Jesus Christ. This is more important than how they do in school,
or how positively they contribute to the reputation of your family,
or how well they set themselves up for a future career, or how well
they do in sports and the arts, or how well they are liked by adults
and peers.

These things aren’t unimportant, but we must not let them rise to
the importance of this one thing. Your children must come to learn
early that their lives don’t belong to them. They must understand
early that they have been given life and breath for the purpose of
serving the glory of another. They must learn that they do not have
the right to follow their own rules or write their own laws. They
must surrender to the fact that their lives are meant to be shaped,
not by what they want, but by what God has chosen. They need to
know early that they are worshipers whose capacity to worship is
meant to be owned by the One who created them with this capacity.

Here’s the core mission of parents: to raise up children who ap-
proach everything in their lives as the disciples of Jesus. Now, let’s be
honest here; this way of living is not natural for anyone. It’s natural
for our children (and us) to live as if they are the owners of their own
lives. So they don’t just need to learn that this is not true, but they
need to admit their need of the grace of divine rescue, forgiveness,
and empowerment. If you are going to raise willing disciples of Jesus,
you need to patiently communicate the story of his amazing grace to
your children again and again. You see, God’s law has no power to
turn your children into disciples, but his grace does. Are you working
to be used of God to make disciples of your children?

This leads us to the second part of the call of Jesus. As a parent
you are called to teach your children to observe everything that Jesus
has commanded. It is awesome to think that God’s will extends to
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every single area of your children’s lives. He has a plan for their
thoughts, their desires, their choices, their words, their decisions,
their relationships, what they do with their bodies, what they do
with their money, what they do with their worship, how they invest
their time, how they conduct themselves in relationships, how they
relate to authority, their relationship to the church, the way they
steward their physical possessions, and what they allow to occupy
their minds and capture their hearts.

Our children must learn to look at life through the lens of the
will and plan of their Creator. What we are talking about is helping
them to develop a comprehensive biblical worldview that is a way
of looking at life that is distinctively God-centered and biblically
driven. Not only is this not natural, but it is also important to re-
member that your children will be bombarded by the seductive and
attractive voices of many other competing worldviews. They will be
hit again and again with other ways of thinking about who they are
and the purpose of life. They will be challenged by those who don’t
believe in God and who will tend to mock the faith of those who do.

It’s not enough to tell your children what to do and what not
to do. This passage calls every parent to a deeper goal. You must
teach your children how to think about everything in a way that
is pointedly God-centered. Now, if our children are ever going to
think about themselves and life this way, they need to be willing to
submit to the wisdom of someone greater. Let’s again admit that this
is not only not natural for our children, it’s not natural for us. It’s
natural for our children to think that they are right and that they
know what’s best. It’s natural for our children to resist recognizing
and surrendering to a greater wisdom.

So once more, we are confronted with the fact that as parents,
we have no power to turn our children into the thinking and liv-
ing disciples of Jesus Christ. They will become his disciples only as
they are rescued by his grace. As parents, we are called every day to
faithfully participate in what is impossible for us to produce. And if
sadly we fall into thinking that we have the power to produce it, we
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will invariably end up doing bad things. This is precisely where the
promises of this passage are so encouraging. Perhaps you’re think-
ing, “How can I get up every morning to do what is impossible to do
and not end up exhausted and discouraged?” The rest of the passage
answers that question.

Our passage makes it very clear that Jesus would not ever call
you to this huge parenting task without also blessing you with his
mind-blowing promises as well. If you understand and embrace his
promises, then you can give yourself to participate in what is impos-
sible for you to produce and not have discouraging or even paralyz-
ing anxiety in your heart. In fact, good, loving, faithful, grace-driven
parents only ever grow in the soil of a heart at rest. Jesus’s promises
are not so much promises, but reminders of the unshakable identity
of every one of his children. The two promises here are meant to
remind you of what the great heavenly Father has become for you
by grace. These promises define for you not only who God is, but
who you are as his child.

You see, your rest as a parent will never be found in the success of
what you are doing or the success of what your children are doing,
because there will always be some degree of struggle, weakness, and
failure there. No, rest is found in the One who sent you and in what
he wills always to do for each of the ones he sends to represent him.
If you look horizontally for your rest, you will always end up disap-
pointed. There will be days when you’ll be able to see the fruit of
your labors in the lives of your children, and there will be days when
it seems like you have accomplished almost nothing. This is why the
words we are about to consider are so important.

Jesus begins his commission not with calling us to something,
but with comforting us with these words: “All authority in heaven
and earth has been given to me.” Wow! Just let your heart marinate
in this truth. These words tell you that it is impossible to be in any
situation, any location, any circumstance, and any relationship at
any time that is not at that time being ruled by King Christ. Now let
that color the way you think about parenting your children. There is
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never a moment, in any location, where you are in a situation with
one of your children that is not under the wise, careful, and powerful
control of the One who sent you into it. Yes, there will be moments
when you will lose control and there will be moments that seem out
of control, but there is never a parenting moment that exists outside
the control of the King who sent you.

You can rest when you don’t understand what is going on because
the One who sent you is never confused and never surprised. You can
rest in the middle of parenting mysteries because you know that the
One that you represent knows no mystery. You can rest when your
authority seems weak because you know that the One you serve has
authority that can never be weakened or defeated. And here’s why
he is telling you this: he wants you to know that he is exercising his
authority for the benefit and success of the mission to which he has
called you. Your success as a parent does not rest on your shoulders
but on his. The fruitfulness of your work as a parent does not rest
on your authority but on his. Your Lord doesn’t just call you to
this huge parenting task; he also blesses you with the power, glory,
and transformative ability of his unshakable rule. When your rule
seems weak, you can rest in the reality that his rule on your behalf
is never weak.

But that’s not all. Jesus ends his call with these words: “And
behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Stop reading
right now and let yourself be amazed by these words. The Father,
who sends you to extend his arms of fathering grace to your children,
goes with you. He would never ever think of sending us out on our
own. He would never coldly watch us at a distance as we go, work,
and struggle. He would never sit idly by as we give ourselves to the
single hardest, most comprehensive, most long-term, most exhaust-
ing, and most life-shaping task that a human being could ever take
on. No, when your Father sends you, he goes with you.

This means that in every moment when you are parenting, you are
being parented. In every moment when you are called to give grace,
you are being given grace. In every moment when you are rescuing
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and protecting your children, you are being rescued and protected.
In every moment when you feel alone, you are anything but alone
because he goes wherever you go. It is impossible for your parenting
to ever wander outside the light of his presence. He never forgets you,
he never turns his back on you, he never wanders away for a moment,
he never favors someone else over you, he never gets mad and refuses
to be with you, he never grows cynical, he will never give up, and he
will never ever quit. He is tenderly, patiently, faithfully, and eternally
with you. You can bank on his care. You can rest in his presence.

So your hope as a parent is not found in your power, your wis-
dom, your character, your experience, or your success, but in this
one thing alone: the presence of your Lord. The Creator, Savior,
Almighty, Sovereign King is with you. Let your heart rest. You are
not in this parenting drama alone. Your potential is greater than the
size of your weaknesses, because the One who is without weakness
is with you, and he does his best work through those who admit that
they are weak but in weakness still heed his call.

The Great Commission summarizes your calling as parents, and
its promises remind you of where you can look for help and hope.
Let me suggest what hoping in the two redemptive realities (prom-
ises) of the Great Commission means practically for you in your

everyday work with your children.

You will not be punished for your failure. You will fail as a parent.
You won’t always have the right reaction, you won’t always say the
right thing, and you won’t always want what’s best. It’s important to
remember that the One who sent you is not only your sender, he is
your Savior, and his cross means you do not have to hide in shame
and you do not have to be paralyzed by guilt, because Jesus paid the
penalty for every moment when you fail as a parent. Since you do not
have to fear God’s anger in moments of failure, you can run to him for
help and receive his forgiveness and help. Basking in the comfort of
God’s forgiveness then makes you able to own your weaknesses and

confess them not only to God, but to your children as well.
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You are welcomed by grace to new beginnings. Because your
Savior is always with you, his grace is too. This means that you are
free from living in the regret of things done wrong. He welcomes
you to confess your failures and move on with the freedom and joy
of his forgiveness. Embedded in his forgiveness is the promise of
new beginnings. You see, he has taken away the burden of penalty
for your sins so you can run to him, not only for his forgiveness but
also for his help. In his help is the promise that you really can learn,
change, and grow. His grace lets you put yesterday away and commit
to new and better things today. The One who worked to forgive you
now works to teach and mature you. Better parenting days ahead are

made possible by his transforming grace.

You are not left to your limited resources. 1 know because I’ve
been there: there are parenting days when it feels as if you have no
wisdom and you’ve lost most of your strength. There are times when
you don’t know what to do. There are times when you know what
to do, but it just doesn’t feel that you have the inner will and outer
strength to do it. Sometimes you feel exhausted before you begin the
day, and sometimes you go to bed discouraged and not really look-
ing forward to the next day. There are times when it feels that your
kids have gotten the best of you or that you fell into doing some-
thing as a parent that you’re not really proud of. In these moments
when your weakness is all too evident, it is so important to know
that God hasn’t left you to the limits of your righteousness, wisdom,
and strength. He knew exactly what this calling would demand of
you, so he chose to be with you. Because he is with you, his power
can enable you, his wisdom can direct you, and his character can
restrain and redirect you. God knows what the ones he sends are
made of, so he always works what only he is able to work, in them
and through them. Your potential as a parent is hugely bigger than

your independent personal resources.



190 Parenting

God blesses you with the right here, right now wisdom of bis
Word. God has blessed you with the most amazing compendium of
true wisdom, daily hope, and practical guidance for everyday living
that you could ever want as a parent. Where is it found? In your
Bible, his Word.

Now, to plumb the depths of his Word there is something that
you need to consider. The Bible presents to you the grand explana-
tory story, the redemption story. This is the story that you need to
know and understand in order to make sense out of your story as a
parent and the stories of your children. By grace, God has embed-
ded your personal story and the stories of your children in the larger
story of redemption. And so you want to raise children who grow
up thinking how they should think, desiring what they should desire,
and doing what they should do because they always think of their
identity and purpose from the perspective of God’s story of redemp-
tion. Christian parenting is about raising children who live with a
“God’s story” mentality. Your God-given task is not just to raise chil-
dren who know what God says is right and what he says is wrong,
but who also are prepared to think and live biblically. Teaching your
children to think in a way that is distinctively biblical is right at the
center of what God has called you to. And so he has blessed you with
the wonderful gift of his Word. Your Bible is not exhaustive, address-
ing everything in detail, or it would take an eighteen-wheeler to carry
it to the Sunday worship service. But your Bible is comprehensive; it
gives you wisdom to deal with everything you face in life. The best
way to celebrate the gift of God’s Word as a parent and to mine the

depths of its wisdom is to take time to soak it in every day.

You do not have to load the burden of your children’s welfare
on your shoulders every morning. Every day remind yourself of this
truth. The welfare of your children does not rest on your shoulders,
but on the shoulders of the One who sent you. He has the power to
do what you could never do. Unlike us he never is weak or weary.

He never gets lost in his own discouragement or anger. Unlike us,
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he never looks back and regrets what he has done. He always does
what is just, good, wise, kind, loving, gracious, and right. He loves
our children more than we ever will—so much so that he died so
that they would have everything that they need to be what they’re
supposed to be and live as they were created to live. Thankfully, the
great heavenly Father’s shoulders are big enough to carry what our
small parenting shoulders could never bear, and he willingly bears

the burdens that would otherwise crush and disable us.

God will never close his ears to your cries for belp. Psalm 34:15
says, “The eyes of the LORD are toward the righteous and his ears
toward their cry.” First Peter 5:7 talks of “casting all your anxieties
on him, because he cares for you.” Jesus offered this invitation:
“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you
rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and
lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is
easy and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28-30). Parenting is hard; it
will expose your weaknesses and it will challenge your faith. There
are times when you won’t feel very good about what you just did
or said. There will be days when your work with your children will
seem more futile than helpful. But the good news of the gospel is
that you don’t have to hide your struggle. You don’t have to act as if
you’re doing better than you are. No, you are welcomed by grace to
cry out for help, you run to God in your need, and you are assured
that not only will you not be turned away, but your heavenly Father
will pay careful attention to your cries. “The LORD is near to the
brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit” (Ps. 34:18).

Weakness is not a curse; it’s a blessing. Because we all still tend
to want to be independently strong, we tend to hate being weak.
We hate feeling that we’re not prepared. We don’t like not know-
ing what to do next. We find it hard to acknowledge that we did it
wrong. We tend to be afraid to confess that we’re at the end of our
rope. It is hard to be in the deep end of the pool and not be confident
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about your ability to swim. But for the children of God, weakness
loses its terror, because the source of our rest is not our strength
but the strength of our Father. It’s liberating to be able to face your
inadequacies without shame or panic, but that’s just what the grace
of God enables us to do.

But there’s another thing. God will expose your weaknesses so
that you will run to him, find his help in your time of need, and grow
in your street-level confidence in his presence, power, and provision.
Paul says it this way: “But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for
you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will
boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of
Christ may rest upon me” (2 Cor. 12:9). It’s not your weaknesses
that you should fear, but your delusions of strength. Delusions of
independent strength are a curse because they tell you that you have
power that you don’t truly have and they keep you from resting
and relying on the power that is yours in the presence and grace of

the One who called you to be his representative in the lives of your
children.

Success is about faithfulness, not results. You do not have to
fear being judged by God for the results that you have produced.
You are not manufacturing trophies; you are parenting children. As
we have considered before, you have no power to transform your
children from what they are to what they should be. No matter how
righteously you act toward the children God has placed in your care,
if they don’t transact with God, they won’t be what they’re sup-
posed to be and live as they were designed to live. You cannot make
your children love, believe, surrender, respect, confess, forgive, serve,
speak the truth, be pure of heart, and worship God. Only God can
do these things. He would never call you to produce what you can’t
produce. No, he simply calls you to be faithful, to do good toward
your children day after day after day, knowing that the results are in

his infinitely powerful hands.



Rest 193

It really is true that good, godly, transformative parenting grows
best in the soil of a heart at rest. Parent, is your heart at rest? Is
your parenting fueled by trust? Or does worry haunt your heart?
You have reason for rest. You have been sent, but the One who sent
you rules every location and relationship he sends you to. You have
been sent, but the One who sent you has packed up and come with
you, so that you would have everything you need to do what he’s
called you to do. Fight the assessment that the job is too big. Fight
the feeling that you are all alone. Meditate upon and celebrate his
power and presence and go do what you’ve been chosen to do with
courage and hope.
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Principle: No parent gives mercy better than one who is
convinced that he desperately needs it himself.

One of the biggest errors Christian parents can make is allowing
themselves to forget. If you allow yourself to forget the daily mer-
cies you receive from your Father’s hands, mercies you could never
earn, it will become easier for you not to parent your children with
mercy. Mercy is tenderheartedness and compassion toward someone
in need. Our children are just that—needy. They need guidance and
protection, they need help and rescue, they need wisdom and instruc-
tion, they need confrontation and discipline, they need patience and
grace, they need love and compassion, they need support and provi-
sion, and they need to see God and themselves with accuracy. There
is not a day when your children do not need your mercy. Because of
this, your primary calling as a parent is not first to represent God’s
judgment, but rather to constantly deliver his mercy.

You see, God’s mercy is the need and hope of every human being

whether they know it or not, and God’s mercy is the place of comfort
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for every one of his children. Every day you are blessed with God’s
mercy. Check out these passages.

“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my
life, and I shall dwell in the house of the LorD forever.” (Ps. 23:6)

“Blessed be the LOrRD! For he has heard the voice of my pleas for
mercy.” (Ps. 28:6)

“As for you, O LorD, you will not restrain your mercy from me;

1»

your steadfast love and your faithfulness will ever preserve me
(Ps. 40:11)

“Who redeems your life from the pit, who crowns you with
steadfast love and mercy.” (Ps. 103:4)

“The Lorp is good to all, and his mercy is over all that he has
made.” (Ps. 145:9)

“Therefore the LORD waits to be gracious to you, and therefore
he exalts himself to show mercy to you.” (Isa. 30:18)

“But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with
which he loved us.” (Eph. 2:4)

“Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace,
that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of
need.” (Heb. 4:16)

These verses take us back to where this book began. Parenting
is about being God’s ambassadors in the lives of our children. It is
about faithfully representing his message, his methods, and his char-
acter to our children. It’s about working to make the invisible mercy
of God visible as we respond with mercy toward our children. He-
brews 4:14-16 explains to us exactly what that looks like. Jesus was
willing to subject himself to the hardships of life in this fallen world
and be tempted in all the ways that we are, so that he would be an
understanding high priest, able to sympathize with our weaknesses.
The word that is used for weaknesses in verse 15 is used elsewhere
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in the Bible to refer to many different kinds of weakness. It really
could be translated that Jesus is able to sympathize with the human
condition or with our human frailty. Because he can sympathize with
us, we can rest assured that he will bless us with mercy that is form-
fitted for the need of the moment.

Parents, that’s our model. Allow yourself to reflect on how much
you need God’s mercy now, reflect on how much you needed the
mercy of your parents as you grew up, and let sympathy grow in
your heart. Mercy is not about being wishy-washy. Mercy is not
about letting down your standards. Mercy is not about acting as if
the bad things your children do are okay. Mercy doesn’t mean that
you abandon discipline and correction. Mercy doesn’t mean that you
quit holding God’s law before your children. Mercy is not letting
your children decide what they are not mature enough to decide or
control what they aren’t able to control. Mercy is not about always
saying yes and never saying no.

Mercy is parenting with a tender heart. Mercy is not taking your
children’s failures personally, but viewing their struggles with com-
passion. Mercy is about blessing your children with your patience.
It’s about being as careful to encourage as you are to rebuke. It’s
about discipline that is kind and correction that is gentle. Mercy
is about being firm and unyielding and loving at the same time.
It is about refusing to indulge your irritation and your anger. If
you’re parenting with mercy, you don’t condemn your children with
a barrage of harsh words. If you’re parenting with mercy, you don’t
compare your righteousness to your children’s sin, letting them know
that their problem is that they’re not like you. Mercy means not al-
lowing your heart to grow bitter or cold. It is about always being
ready to forgive, not making your children pay today for the sins of
yesterday. Mercy is about moving toward your children with love
even in those moments when they don’t deserve your love. Mercy is
about being willing to do things again and again without throwing it
into your children’s faces that you have to repeat yourself. It’s about
refusing to motivate your children by shame and threat. Here’s what
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mercy means for your parenting: mercy means that every action,
reaction, and response toward your children is tempered and shaped
by tenderness, understanding, compassion, and love. Parenting is
a life-long mission of humbly, joyfully, and willingly giving mercy.

Mercy Requires Mercy

I don’t know about you, but mercy simply isn’t natural for me. It’s
natural for me to be harsh. It’s natural for me to be demanding and
impatient. It’s natural for me to be a bit irritated that I have to re-
peat myself. It’s natural for me to be more upset by the wrongs of
others than I am of my own. It’s natural for me to want life to be
easy and predictable and to be upset with those who get in the way
of my plan. It’s natural for me to find it more comfortable to have
the people around me agree with me rather than debate me. I’'m not
always compassionate, and I don’t always have a tender heart. I
don’t always respond with love and communicate with grace. I have
to confess there are times when I am a pretty poor representative of
God’s mercy. And I am sure that I am not alone in my struggle. How
well have you pictured God’s mercy in the way you’ve responded to
your children in the last month?

So I need help, and I suspect you do too. I don’t need to be
rescued from the sin, weakness, and failures of my children. I have
been called to be a parent because of their sin, weakness, and fail-
ures. Every moment of the foolishness and failure of our children
should remind us why the heavenly Father provided children with
parents. My struggle is not them; it’s inside of me. The fact that I
struggle to graciously give what has been graciously given to me
means that I still need to be rescued from me. Again, I am sure that
I am not alone.

Since responding with mercy in the face of foolishness, immatu-
rity, rebellion, and failure is not natural for us, the only hope for us
as parents is that God would look on our failure as parents not with
condemnation, but with mercy. His mercy toward us provides the
only hope that we will have what we need to respond with mercy
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toward our children. And as we require ourselves to daily reflect
on the mercy we are constantly receiving, need and gratitude soften
our hearts and make us more ready and able to give to our children
what we have received from our Father in heaven. You see, if you
forget who you are and what you need, it becomes easier to parent
your children without mercy. Think about how amazing God’s plan
is! God uses the needs of our children to expose how needy we are
as their parents, so that we would do all that we do toward them
with sympathetic and understanding hearts. God is working on you
through your children, so that he can work through you for your
children.

I remember the night very well. All day long my son had been
particularly resistant. It felt that he was doing everything he could to
make my day difficult. He argued and resisted and then denied that
he had been argumentative or resistant. My well-planned day had
been interrupted again and again by him. It was one of those days
where parenting feels like a twelve-hour case study in futility. [ grew
more and more angry and resentful as the day went on, but I was
unaware of it. Of course, he picked a fight with one of his siblings
at the dinner table and turned supper into chaos. I couldn’t wait for
him to go to bed so I could have what was left of my day back.

Just when I was finally getting deep into what I was trying all day
to do, I heard him upstairs. He wasn’t asleep. No, he was arguing
with his brother about something that made no difference at all. I
jumped up from my chair and marched upstairs, more driven by the
built-up frustration of the day than I realized. I went into his room
and, without turning on the lights, let him have it. I angrily told him
how he had trashed my day and that I wasn’t going to have him trash
my night. What I said to him was loud, accusatory, and personal. I let
him know how much I did for him and how little he did for me. He
lay in his bed and cried as I talked. I told him he better get to sleep—
and quickly—or else, and I stomped out of the dark room in a huff.

As T walked down the hallway, I tried to justify my anger, but
I couldn’t. I tried to tell myself that he deserved what he got, but I
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couldn’t buy my own rationalization. I tried to reason that some-
times a tongue-lashing does a kid good, but it didn’t work. And the
reason it didn’t work was that God immediately began to use that
horrible parenting moment to expose what was in my heart. What
I was experiencing was the painful blessing of the Spirit of God’s
conviction. I tried to go back to my work, but I was distracted by
the guilt I was feeling. It was no use. I stopped doing what I was
doing, and as I did, feelings of defeat washed over me. I couldn’t
believe that I had blown it again and this time in such a hurtful way.
I couldn’t believe that I had allowed myself to be controlled by what
should never control me. I felt weak and unable. But as I felt those
things, God was turning this very bad thing into a very good thing.
That’s what his mercy does. We learn that from the cross. The cross
of Jesus Christ was the worst thing that ever happened (the killing
of the Messiah) and the best thing that ever happened (penalty paid,
sins forgiven) all at the same time.

God was letting me feel the shame, guilt, and pain of my outburst
not as an act of condemnation but as a gift of mercy. I can say now
that I am very thankful for that terrible night, not because I yelled at
my son, but because of how God used that to expose my heart. That
night [ saw my need as a dad more clearly than I had ever seen. That
night I was confronted with my irritability like never before. And
that night I reached out for God’s help in a way that was humble
and new. By God’s mercy, that night was a watershed moment. No,
I didn’t instantly change, but I was now aware of my weakness, and
because I was, I began to cry out for God’s help much more regularly.
That night, God worked on me through my son so that he could
work through me for my son.

How about stopping right now and confessing that you regu-
larly lay down concrete evidence of your need for God’s mercy as a
parent? How about also celebrating that that mercy is yours as his
child? And how about looking for ways to make the invisible mercy
of God visible?
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Responses of Mercy

Parents, here’s what God has called you to: he has called you to be
his first responders in the lives of your children. The fireman who
willingly runs into a burning building or the EMT who runs up the
stairs to assist a man who has just had a heart attack is on a mission
of mercy. Being a first responder is always motivated by the combina-
tion of an awareness of need and compassionate desire to help. You
are God’s first responders, called to rush in with help when your child
is in danger because of burning desire or an attack of temptation.
That first responder is not there to lecture, judge, or condemn, but to
provide the rescue that is needed but that the person cannot give to
himself. First responders willingly expend their time and energy day
after day on missions of mercy. God calls us as parents to live with the
heart of a first responder, ready to run toward difficulty to provide,
rescue, protect, help, and heal. You have not been called to be a by-
stander or a critic, but to be an agent of rescue. First responders don’t
take the needs of others personally, and they don’t get mad that their
day has been interrupted. They know what they are trained to do,
and they are ready and willing to do it each time the need arises. So it
is with us as parents; every day that you have with your children will
provide you with another set of opportunities to go out on another
mission of mercy. Every day you will be called into action to meet
needs that your children can’t meet on their own. Yes, parenting really
is a lifelong mission of mercy, so let’s consider what that looks like.

Look for every opportunity to shower your children with grace.
Remember that the law of God has the power to expose the sin in
your child’s heart and the law is a wonderful guide for your child’s
living, but it has no power at all to rescue, transform, or deliver your
child. As a parent you have to daily resist asking the law to do what
only grace is able to produce. So you have not only been called to
introduce the law to your children, but to be a constant model of
God’s grace in their life as well. Grant them the grace of compassion,
the grace of tenderness, the grace of acceptance, the grace of loving
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wisdom, the grace of tender love, the grace of kind instruction, the
grace of gentle discipline, the grace of perseverance, and the grace
of fresh starts and new beginnings. And as you do these things, re-
member that grace is not about calling wrong right, because if wrong
were right grace would not be needed. No, grace moves toward

wrong, not to condemn, but to rescue, restore, help, and forgive.

Be careful to help your children see the heart behind the behavior.
You must never forget that the mission of mercy you are on as you
parent your children does not target just their behavior, but what
forms and shapes their behavior: the heart. Anytime anyone is helped
to see his heart, and in seeing his heart, to own his need, he is experi-
encing God’s mercy. Asking your child what he was thinking and feel-
ing, what he was wanting, or what he was seeking to accomplish gets
him to examine his heart even for a brief moment. As you do this over
and over again, day after day, your child grows in heart awareness.
And his growing heart awareness gives the Holy Spirit an opportunity
to work conviction into his heart and a desire for help and change.

Be patiently committed to process. You have to work to remind
yourself that the mission of mercy you’ve been sent on by God is
seldom an event and almost always an extended process. You won’t
have your first heart conversation with your son or daughter and
have them say, “Mom, I get it. | have sin in my heart and my heart
is ruled by things that shouldn’t rule it and I need rescue and for-
giveness. Where can I find the Redeemer?” That just won’t happen.
God has called you to a process of many mini-moments of insight
that lead to many mini-moments of change. You must be patiently
willing to have similar heart conversations again and again, praying
each time that God would do in the heart of your son or daughter

what you could never do.

Point your kids every day to Jesus. Because the only true hope
and help for your child is found in the person, work, presence, and

grace of the Redeemer, Jesus Christ, you must introduce your chil-
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dren to him early in their lives and look for opportunities every day
to talk about his wisdom, power, sovereignty, love, and grace. Talk
about why it was necessary for Jesus to live the life he lived, die the
death he died, and rise again conquering death. Talk about how
Jesus purchased their acceptance with God because they could never
earn it on their own. Talk about how Jesus delivers them from sin,
because they could never escape it on their own. Talk of how, if they
come to him for help, he will never turn them away. Talk about how
much you need the grace of Jesus every day.

Every time you discipline or correct your children, talk about
their spiritual need and how it is met by the person and work of
Jesus. Don’t let a day go by without your children somehow, some-
way hearing the beautiful truths of the gospel of Jesus Christ once
again. The mission of mercy you’ve been sent on as a parent has the
gospel as its center. The gospel of Jesus Christ is the ultimate rescue

mission.

Humbly accept your limits. You must daily resist the temptation
that by the volume of your voice, by the strength of your words,
by threat, guilt, or manipulation, by the power of your anger, by
pointed finger and the stern look on your face, by elaborate or ex-
tended punishments, or by shaming and name-calling you can’t do
what only God can do. Faith as a parent means that you rest every
day in God’s presence and power, and because you do, you aren’t
frustrated by your limits. It is vital to remember that God will never
ever ask you to be anything more than a tool in his powerful and
capable hands. You are freed from the burden of changing your chil-
dren. You have been liberated from the responsibility to make them
believe. You have not been asked to cause them to think or desire
what is right. You are simply called to expose what is bad, point to
what is good, and talk about the Redeemer who can lead them from
the one to the other. Resist loading onto your shoulders what your
shoulders can’t carry, and celebrate the fact that Jesus is with you, in

you, and for you, doing through you what you couldn’t do.
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Remind your heart each morning to rest in the presence and
power of your heavenly Father. For most parents worry is more
natural than rest. It is more natural to once again work through your
catalog of parenting “what ifs” than it is to trust God. It is more
natural to dread what may happen than to believe that God is at
work in your daily efforts. It’s natural to envy another parent who
seems to have it easier than you or whose kids seem to be doing bet-
ter than yours. It’s tempting to have a bad moment with one of your
children and then catastrophize about what their life might become
if they don’t change. It’s easy to have your parenting more driven by
fear than it is by faith. So you need to start every day by reminding
yourself of God’s incalculable glory, his awesome power, his bound-
less love, and his amazing grace. And you need to tell yourself daily
that God’s glory doesn’t just define him, but redefines who you are
as his child. He has showered his glory down on you by grace. You
need to start each parenting day remembering that all that God is, in
his magnificent glory, he is for you by grace. Take a moment to re-
member and rest and then go out and parent with a heart filled with
hope and courage, not because things are easy or going well, but

because God is your Father, and he has unleashed his glory on you.

Willingly confess your faults. It is vital to remember that it’s not
just your children who are in that long process of change; you are
too. You are not yet all that God’s grace has the power to help you to
be. You have not graduated from your daily need of God’s rescue and
forgiveness. Because of this, you will think bad things, you will de-
sire wrong things, and you will give way to frustration, impatience,
and anger. There will be moments when you lose your way. You will
have a bad day. You will fall into saying and doing things more out
of anger than grace. Good parenting is not just about being a good
example; it is also about humbly confessing when you haven’t.

If you’ve blown it, don’t activate your inner lawyer and defend
yourself; don’t reason away your wrong and resist denying what

you’ve done. You don’t have to defend yourself, because Jesus has
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presented the ultimate defense to the Father in his life and death. So
you are free to be humble, free to be honest, and welcome to confess
without fear of God’s rejection.

But your children need to hear your confession as well. It won’t
be long before they begin to understand that their mom or dad is
less than perfect. They will be at the other end of your anger. They
will feel the tension of your frustration. They will experience the
pain of your harsh words. And if you talk all the time about their
need to confess and seek forgiveness, but they never see you do the
same, their frustration will grow and their hearts will be hardened.
Humble confession turns wrong into a grace. It is a grace whenever
your children see a humble heart modeled by you and as they do, it
helps them to be more tender and willing to confess too.

Your children probably do not live under the delusion that you
are perfect, and you better not give way to that delusion either. En-
courage your children to seek God’s help by being willing to show
them how you seek God’s help too.

Root all that you require, say, and do in the wonderful wisdom
of Scripture. Your job as a parent is not to produce little clones who
like what you like, dress like you dress, eat what you eat, enjoy the
music you enjoy, share your aesthetic tastes, and are committed to
your politics. Your job is be God’s tool for the purpose of forming
the image of God’s Son in your children. And for that job, the Bible
is your primary tool. Your goal is not only that your children would
stay inside God’s boundaries, but also that they would think about all
of life from the perspective of God’s Word. In the Bible your children
learn who God is, who they are, and what the meaning and purpose
of life is. They learn about the danger of sin and the rescue of God’s
grace, they learn how to fight temptation, and they learn what is
right and what is wrong. In Scripture they are taught God’s plan for
their bodies, their minds, their relationships, their money and pos-
sessions, their sexuality, their relationship to authorities, and much

more. But most of all they are confronted with the radical truth of a
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God of glorious love who sent his Son to provide us rescue because
we could not rescue ourselves.

Don’t let Sunday or the children’s or youth ministry be the only
time your children are taught God’s Word. Determine that how you
relate to them, what you say to them, and the daily counsel that you
give them will be driven and shaped by the truths of God’s Word.
Talk to them about how thankful you are for God’s Word, how it
not only has rescued you but also taught you to think about every-
thing in a new way. Schedule a time every day to sit as a family and
learn from God’s Word and then talk about the truths of the Bible
as your children are getting ready for their day, as you’re providing
transportation, as you’re hanging out in the kitchen, and as they’re
on their way to bed (see Deut. 6:4-9, 20-25).

I’'m not talking here about self-righteousness, quasi-angry bibli-
cal lectures used more to condemn than to rescue. ’'m talking about
your love for Scripture and the wisdom that you have gained from it
naturally coloring your moment-by-moment interactions with your
children. This is about you being a person of the Word so that you
can grow up children who also love God’s Word.

Don’t treat opportunities like hassles. Here’s the problem every
parent faces: your best opportunities to get at issues of the heart
in your children won’t be on your schedule. They will come when
you’re in a moment you neither planned nor expected. There will be
an argument in the car, a skirmish on the way to bed, a heated debate
at the dinner table, an unexpected call from a teacher, the evidence
of homework undone, something you’ve found in your children’s
room, a text that you discover on your child’s phone, or a late-night
refusal to obey. It is so easy in these moments to throw your hands
up in frustration and say or do things that you shouldn’t. So it’s
important to remember what has been a theme in this book. If your
eyes ever see and your ears ever hear the sin, weakness, and failure
of your children, it is never a hassle, never an interruption, never

an accident; it is always grace. God loves your children and has put
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them in a family of faith, and he will reveal the need of their hearts
to you so that you can be his tool of rescue and transformation. It is
important to see these moments as opportunities of grace and resist

turning a moment of ministry into a moment of anger.

Be slow to anger and quick to forgive. Perhaps there is no more
important commitment in parenting than the commitment to own
your anger and seek God’s help to resist its draw. The things parents
say and do in anger are invariably the things they live to regret. There
are angry moments I wish I could take out of history and remove
from the memory of my children. For parents, there is probably no
more powerful argument for our need of grace than our struggle
with irritation, frustration, and anger toward our kids. We need to
seek God’s help and to commit to resist. For some of us this means
getting out of the room to calm down and pray, if only for a couple
minutes. For some of us it means we are too angry to deal with some-
thing, so we will either wait until later or look for another oppor-
tunity. For some of us this means confessing when anger has gotten
in the way of what God intended to do through us for our children.

Start every day by confessing the anger of the previous day and
by asking God to give you the grace that you need so that your re-
sponses to your children would not be driven by the condemnation

of anger, but by the rescue of forgiveness.

Pray before, during, and after. Parenting really is all about pray-
ing without ceasing from before your children are born to long, long
after they leave your home. It is about constant prayer for God’s
grace for you and for them. It’s quietly praying for them and you as
they’re getting up, as you’re making them breakfast, as you’re with
them throughout the day, or as you send them off to school. Parent-
ing is about praying for your children when you’re helping them
get an afternoon snack or as you’re trying to get them to talk about
their day. It’s about praying for them as you instruct, correct, and

discipline. It’s about moments when your children hear you pray for
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them and hear you pray for you. Parenting is about teaching your
children to pray.

You pray before, during, and after because prayer requires three
things: a recognition of God’s position, an admission of your need,
and a surrender to God’s plan. When it comes to parenting, you just
can’t pray enough. And the more you pray, the more you confess
your limits, the more you rest in God’s power, the more you’ll be
freed from the temptation to do in and for your children what only
God can do.

Do all of these things over and over again. Parenting is about the
willingness to live a life of long-term, intentional repetition. God has
called you to a life of patient perseverance. He has called you to be
willing to do the same thing over and over again. He’s called you to
slow down, settle in, and let him progressively do through you what
only he can do. He’s called you to believe that his plan and his timing
are always right. He’s called you to be willing to live with what is
incomplete and to be thankful for each new step that is taken. And
he’s called you to look for opportunities every day to be part of his
process of grace in the lives of your children. Here’s the bottom line:
he has called you not only to parent your children but to lay down
your life for them. He has called you to expend the major effort,
time, and energy of your life for your children’s welfare. He’s called
you to be his tool of grace again and again and again. Parenting re-

ally is a life of holy repetition.

This book has been an elaborate discussion of one thing: God’s
call to you to be an essential part of his mission of rescue of the
children he has given you. But it has not been just about the mission
that he has sent you on, but also about the fact that he has gone
with you. He doesn’t ask you to do what you can’t do, and he is
eternally willing to do what only he can do. So he blesses you with
his presence, power, wisdom, and grace. He faithfully parents you,
so that by his faithful grace you can faithfully parent your children.
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In every moment of parenting, the wise heavenly Father is working
on everybody in the room. You are blessed to be chosen to go on the
mission of missions, and you are blessed with his grace so that every
day your parenting would be dyed with the most powerful force of
change in the universe: mercy.
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