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HOLY CHILDREN AND HOLY PARENTING

OUR HOLY CHILDREN

In Matthew 18.1-6 we hear what Jesus thinks about greatness and who is the greatest in
the kingdom of heaven. When asked the question concerning who is the greatest, he brings a
little child who is hanging out around him–something telling in itself–and he tells the disciples
that this little child and those like him are the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Jesus turns
conventional wisdom upside down as he makes a child’s faith the standard for entering the
kingdom of heaven. Jesus counts these little covenant children, not only as believers, but as
examples of what it means to be a believer.

Many times when approaching this passage or similar passages, we argue (rightly in my
estimation) that our children are and should be recognized as members of God’s people. They
are, as we like to say, “in the covenant.” Because of the prevailing evangelical culture of our
time, this is generally the point of engagement with those who disagree, and proving their
inclusion among the people of God is generally where we stop. But what does it mean for our
children to be in the covenant, members of the people of God? Do our children have a different
status than the adult who comes in off the street and is converted? Do we get our children in
through the door of the church in baptism but essentially consider them to be baptized pagans?
Some Reformed folks in the past have said that our children are vipers in diapers. Really? Is that
the case? In 1Cor.7.14 Paul says that our children are holy. But what does that mean?

When Paul speaks about uncleanness and holiness, he is thinking in terms of the
Scriptures; those Scriptures in which he had been immersed throughout his life. These are the
Scriptures that were alive all around him as he went to the Temple, being washed, offering
sacrifices, and going through all the Temple rituals that took care of things like uncleanness.
When Paul says our children are holy, he is not thinking of airy fairy, ivory tower theological
jargon with illusive definitions. Paul is thinking in terms of Lev. and the very earthy realties of
blood, water, animal flesh, fire, oil, bread, physical rites and rituals. He is thinking of things he
can see, smell, and touch. This is why if we are going to get into Paul’s world and Paul’s mind,
we must explore what he is thinking about when he says that our children are holy. Like Paul we
must understand all of these things as fulfilled in Christ and, thus, see them through the lenses of
Christ. But also in order to understand Christ and his fulfillment of these things, we must learn
from these Scriptures just who Christ is and what he has accomplished in us and for us.

With this in mind, I want us to turn our attention to a consecration ritual in Lev..
Consecration is the same thing as sanctification. And the only reason we say sanctification is
because “holification” doesn’t sound right. But they are all the same thing. In Lev. 8 we see a
vivid picture of what it means to be declared holy by God in the ordaining of Aaron and his sons
to be priests for the people of God. What we will learn from this concerning our children is that
when Paul speaks of the holy status of the believer’s children, he is saying that they have been
washed from their uncleanness and are full members of the people of God with all of the rights
and responsibilities.

Before moving into the ritual of ordination in Lev. 8, let’s look a moment at what Paul is
saying in the context of 1Cor.7.14. Paul is comforting and encouraging those who find
themselves married to unbelievers after having been converted while married. Some freshly
converted believers, no doubt, were thinking that getting out of the marriage was the proper thing
to do. Paul tells them that conversion is not a ground for divorce. They can remain married
without fear of becoming unclean; something that would exclude them from the worship of
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God’s people. Paul tells them that the unbelieving spouse is sanctified or made holy by the
believing spouse. As the proof for his conclusion, Paul says, “otherwise your children would be
unclean, but now they are holy.” The holy status of the children is Paul’s ground for arguing that
the marriage must be sanctified by a believing spouse. The child’s holiness is distinguished from
the sanctification of the unbelieving spouse.

As mentioned, Paul is using the holy status of the child to prove that the marriage is
sanctified. The children of these believers are members of the church, holy ones, saints. This
couldn’t be if the unbeliever corrupted the marriage. The children would have been unclean and
cut off, something that was obviously not the case. In fact, Paul puts the child of the believer in
the same category of the believing parent: he can’t be made unclean by the unbelieving parent.
He is in the category of “believer;” i.e., member of Christ’s church. Further proof of this is
realized when Paul is speaking to them about the prospect of saving their unbelieving spouses
(1Cor. 7.15). Paul doesn’t say, “How do you know, believing parent, if you will save your
children?” The children aren’t considered in the category of unbeliever by Paul. They are holy.1

This gets us to what it means to be holy. Yes, it means that they are members of the
church. But holiness is a rich, multi-faceted condition. The best way to understand what it means
to be holy is to look at how God commands a sanctification ritual to be performed and explore its
meaning.

In Lev. 8 we find Aaron and his sons being made holy. The Hebrew root for “to
sanctify/make holy” and “holy” is used a number of times throughout this passage. Aaron and his
sons are being consecrated/made holy (8.10, 12, 15, 30).  Aaron himself is given a “holy crown”
(8.9), a golden plate on the front of his turban that says “holiness to the Lord” (Ex 28.36). From
one angle you might say that this entire chapter is telling us what holiness looks like or what
holiness means. This ritual unpacks holiness so that we can see it. We can learn how we come to
be holy as well as what holiness means for our lives. What I want to explore here is how this
passage relates to what Paul says when he proclaims the child(ren) of a believing parent is (are)
holy.

Some who may be a little more knowledgeable about these areas of Scripture might say,
“Well, this passage is dealing with the anointing the high priest, Aaron, and establishing the
priesthood in Aaron’s sons. We know that Jesus fulfills this priesthood in himself. This is dealing
with Jesus and not us or our children.” It is true that all of this typifies and looks toward Jesus
and his fulfillment of the priesthood. But you must remember that what is true about Jesus is true
about us in Jesus. We share his holiness. Paul has already said to the Corinthians that Christ is
our holiness/sanctification (1.30).

Here is what has been going on in the historical situation of Israel to set this up. In
Exodus God had the Tabernacle built. Lev. is about what will and will not go on in and around
the house of God, the Tabernacle. In the opening chapters of Lev., God establishes the various
near-bringings, what we would call sacrifices or even offerings. These are the offerings that a
worshiper will present for various reasons. These offerings were the way in which a member of
the people of God drew near to God. Drawing near so as to be in communion with God was (and
remains!) the purpose of worship of the people of God. But in order to do that, a person must be
holy. Sin makes us unclean in so many different ways, prohibiting us from drawing near. So, God

For a fuller explanation of this passage, please listen to “Living With Mixed Marriages” at1

http://www.communitypca.org/?p=2335. Also, for a thorough study of covenant children and their faith, I
recommend Rich Lusk’s book Paedofaith: A Primer on the Mystery of Infant Salvation and a Handbook for
Covenant Parents (Monroe, LA: Athanasius Press, 2005).

http://www.communitypca.org/?p=2335.
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in his mercy provides ways for sin to be cleansed so that we might draw near to him. These
offerings (again, literally “near-bringings”) provided remedies for all sorts of sins in its various
manifestations.

After establishing these offerings, God has to establish people to offer them. This is why
God establishes the priesthood in Aaron and his sons. They will have a special place as
representatives of God’s people, and the people of God will draw near to God in and through the
work of the priesthood. Lev. 8 is the establishment of this priesthood. These priests came from
the people of Israel and embodied the people of Israel. They were Israel incarnate. Though they
had a special office, the holiness to which God sets them apart represents the holiness that God
expected from all of his people. In other words, along with establishing this office of priesthood,
God is teaching his people in the priests what he has done for them and what he expects of them
as a holy nation and a royal priesthood, something he proclaimed them to be at Mt. Sinai (Ex
19.6). 

So it is for us. God teaches us in this ritual ordination, this “holifying” of Aaron and his
sons, what he has done for our children and what he expects of them. Several things stand out in
the text about what this holiness is:

1. Holiness means that the uncleanness of our children has been washed away.

In 1Cor. 7.14 Paul contrasts uncleanness with holiness. They are antithetical to one
another. To be unclean is to be unholy. But Paul says that our children are not unclean. Rather,
they are holy. This uncleanness of which Paul speaks is rooted in sin, of course. When a person is
unclean, he is cut off to some degree or another from the house of God. He can’t draw near to
God. But Paul says that this is not the case with our children. He says that they are not unclean
but they are holy.

One thing we learn as we read the Scripture and understand holiness in the way that Paul
speaks of it here, is that Paul is not saying that are children are born sinless. He is not saying that
they never were corrupt. Not at all. When Aaron and his sons approached this holiness ritual, it is
assumed that they are unclean and need to be made holy. Throughout the ritual we see water used
to wash them. There is a sin or purification offering that is offered up during the ritual. Far from
being born clean, Aaron and his sons, just like our children, are assumed to stand in need of
cleansing.

When Aaron and his sons approach, therefore, they are washed or baptized (8.6). Really,
what happens from here on out is a filling out of what it means to be washed. The putting on of
the new garments, the offerings offered up, et al. are, in some way, the explanation of the
washing. Washing or baptism is fundamental to what it means to be clean or holy. When Paul
says that our children are holy, in biblical teaching this assumes that a washing has taken place to
remove the uncleanness. Just as Paul testified about his own conversion experience in Ac. 22.16,
Ananias told him to be baptized to wash away his sins. His uncleanness is washed away in
baptism. This is the ritual act through which God declares by his grace that we have been
cleansed. 

The holy status of our children is not some ethereal state of mental holiness. They are
baptized. They are washed. They have been sanctified. They are members of the people of God.
It is not a state of mind but their new identity, having broken with the uncleanness in Adam that
keeps them distant from God. Our children are sinners and stand in need of the cleansing blood
of Christ. By the promise and work of God by his Spirit, they are washed of their uncleanness.
They receive the same promise of forgiveness as any other person who is made holy because that
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is what it means to be holy.
One thing that is different for our children that is not true of the priests is that they need

only be washed once. One baptism. The priests would become unclean and have to be washed
over and over again. Because of the finished work of Christ, baptism in the new creation is only
performed one time. There are no more repeated sacrifices and, thus, no more repeated baptisms.
God declares the standing promise of forgiveness of sins in the one baptism of our children. To
put it crassly, their baptism is good for the rest of their lives. They need only come to the Father
and ask for forgiveness of their sins that they commit. Based on his promise in their baptism, he
forgives them.

The holiness of our children assumes that they have been washed from their uncleanness
in baptism. But holiness is much more than this. It not only deals with their break from the
uncleanness, but it puts them in a new standing.

2. Holiness means that our children are clothed with garments of glory and beauty.

After Aaron and his sons are washed, he begins to clothe them. They were “ritually
naked,” exposed before their baptism. They were like Adam and Eve in the Garden. But just as
God provided garments for them, so he provided garments for Aaron and his sons. These
garments were special garments. One way that God describes them earlier in Exodus is that they
are garments of glory and beauty (Ex 28.40). Yes, some of the garments prescribed did have the
function of covering up their nakedness so that it would not be exposed before God (Ex 20.26).
But God didn’t stop with mere functionality. He prescribed garments that would reflect his glory
and beauty. He is not simply covering his priests and Israel whom they represent. He is glorifying
them with his own glory. 

As mentioned earlier, this clothing of the priest is what happens in baptism. Paul makes
this allusion when he says in Gal. 3.27 that “as many has have been baptized into Christ have put
on Christ.” Our children are not “barely in.” They aren’t half-naked but fully clothed in Christ.
They do not have one foot in the church and one foot in the world, stuck in some kind of limbo.
They are reflections of God’s glory having been clothed in Christ. They are incorporated into
Christ. It is interesting that in Mt. 18 Jesus uses the faith of the child as the epitome of what it
means to believe in him. Our children are the standard Jesus puts up for faith. They show us the
glories of what it means to believe in Christ and the glories of Christ himself. Where else can the
grace of God be seen so vividly than in his rescue of a helpless child? Where else can we see the
absolute trust in what God says (that is, before other disciples come along and try to mess that up
like Jesus’ own disciples did)? These children believe Christ and want to be around him. That is
what it is all about. To be holy means that they have been clothed in Christ. They participate in
his glory and reflect it to the world. They show his grace, blessing, love, and many more of the
splendors of Christ.

3. Holiness means that our children are united with the house of God.

The rituals here are intriguing in their revelation of how Aaron and his sons are united
with the Tabernacle (also called “the tent of meeting” here). Moses takes this special anointing
oil that he was given instructions to make in Exodus and he anoints the Tabernacle and
everything in it along with the altar, utensils, basin, et al., all of which is “made holy” or
consecrated to YHWH’s service (8.10-11). Then, he turns and anoints Aaron and his sons with
the same oil, pouring it upon them as well as anointing their clothes, consecrating all to the
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service of YHWH (8.12-13). The same type of thing happens later with the blood and the oil
again. The ascension offerings (translated “burnt offerings”) that are offered up later consecrate
the Tabernacle as well as consecrate Aaron and his sons. The blood from these offerings is put on
the right ear lobes, right thumbs, and right big toes of Aaron and his sons. This same blood is put
on the four horns of the altar just like it is on the four horns of Aaron and his sons. (The fourth
horn of Aaron and his sons had already been bloodied in circumcision.)

What is happening here is that Aaron and his sons are inexorably bound to the
Tabernacle, the house of God. They are united with one another so that what happens with the
one is true about the other. So, for instance, later when priests like Eli’s sons do horrible things at
the Tabernacle with the ladies that serve the Tabernacle, the house of God is corrupted. Both
must be cleansed or destroyed. The two are tied together. Aaron is the Tabernacle and the
Tabernacle is Aaron. Everything that goes on in the Tabernacle is simply the embodiment of
what goes on with the people of God. This is true because the people are the Temple of God, just
as Paul said to the Corinthians (3.16-17; 6.19).

When Paul says that our children are holy, this means that they are one with the Temple
of God, the people of God, the church. They are not second-class members, as if there is some
half-way covenant that has them pulling up short of full membership. They are united to the
house because they are united to Christ and his holiness. They are one with the house and people
of God. 

4. Holiness means that our children have access to God.

The priests being bound up with the house of God meant that they were the place where
God dwelt because God is enthroned in his house. This is where he puts his name. This is where
he reveals his glory. The house of God is constructed so that God can dwell with his people (cf.
e.g., Ex 29.45). He has this house built so that they may draw near to him. We learn at this house
how this happens. Blood must be shed and splashed on the altar. This happens several times in
this ritual making Aaron and his sons holy. Blood is placed on the altar, and then the animal is
placed on the altar to ascend up into God’s presence, embodying the worshiper. Aaron and his
sons will ascend into God’s presence. They will have access to God. One aspect of this access
and the result of them being cleansed is that they will be able to eat with God. 

Toward the end of the ritual, a ram for ordination is offered up. Along with it is a basket
of bread. An interesting little fact about the word that we translate “ordination” is that it literally
means “fill the hand.” God is giving the priests something. This something will be their privilege
and responsibility. It is kind of like when we are employed by some and he puts in our hands the
keys to the office along with many other things. Or he might give us a job and say, “I’m leaving
this in your hands.” God puts something in the hands of Aaron and his sons that defines what
their privileges and responsibilities are.

In Lev. 8.25-27 we see God through Moses literally putting something into the hands of
Aaron and his sons. They receive the flesh of the animal for ordination in all of its various parts
along with bread from the basket. This is offered up to God as representations of themselves. But
then later, part of it is eaten by Aaron and his sons at the door of the Tabernacle as holy food.
Through the sweet aroma that YHWH smells, YHWH eats this food as representative of those
who have been offered up. They are united with YHWH himself. But then he gives them the food
to share with him as well. God joins himself to Aaron and his sons and commands that Aaron
and his sons join themselves to God in communion at the door of the Tabernacle. This is holy
food for holy people. 
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Our children being holy means that they should be granted access to the meal with God
based upon their holy status declared by God in their baptism. There is not some other step that
makes them “more holy” and then allows them to come to the Table. To think this way is to fall
back into the old creation way of thinking of the various degrees of holiness ... all of which have
been obliterated in Christ. Our children are holy and should not be denied access to the Table.

Now, the way things ought to be aren’t always the way things are. The majority in many
Protestant denominations along with the Roman Catholics expect there to be some type of
confirmation process before communion. I respect the history and their convictions about the
matter, but this is an area that needs to be reformed. The holiness of our children qualifies them
for the holy food that is access and communion with God.

5. Holiness means that our children have the Spirit of God.

Throughout the ritual of consecrating Aaron and his sons, we see the use of oil. Oil is
common representation of the Holy Spirit in Scripture. Aaron and his sons are given the Spirit to
do their work.Aaron was also given something else: the Urim and the Thummim. Exactly what
these were, we don’t know. They mean “lights and perfections.” They were used in discerning
the will of God in matters that weren’t specifically addressed. This was the Word of God for a
specific situation. It was in the breastpiece of the high priest, right next to his heart. The word of
God was hidden in his heart. This relates to the casting of lots. The last time lots were cast was in
the choosing of Judas’s replacement as an apostle. In other words, this ceased with the coming of
the Spirit. The Spirit of God is given to us as the greater Urim and Thummim, leading us into
truth, helping us discern the will of God.

To be holy means that you have been anointed and that you have the Spirit to lead you.
Paul says that those who have the Spirit of God and are led by him, these are the sons of God
(Rom. 8). The Spirit is promised to our children in Isa. 59.21: “And as for me, this is my
covenant with them,” says YHWH: “My Spirit that is upon you, and my words that I have put in
your mouth, shall not depart out of your mouth, or out of the mouth of your [seed], or out of the
mouth of your [seed’s seed],” says YHWH, “from this time forth and forevermore.” This is the
promise that Peter believed and preached on the Day of Pentecost: "Repent and be baptized every
one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the
gift of the Holy Spirit.  For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far39

off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself." (Ac. 2.38-9) Our children are spiritual;
i.e., they are in and of the Spirit. They have the promise of the Spirit by being in this Spirit
community, the church. Our holy children are holy because they have the one that makes people
holy: the Holy Spirit.

6. Holiness means that our children have been crowned.

One of the garments with which Aaron is clothed is a turban–head covering–with a gold
plate on the front. The words inscribed on the plate are “Holiness to YHWH.” In Exodus we
learn that Aaron wears this to bear the guilt of the Israelites concerning holy things (Ex 28.38). 
This speaks to Aaron’s office as priest. As Nobuyoshi Kiuchi comments, “...it means that
whatever Aaron does in the ritual is accepted by the Lord because of his standing before the
Lord, which is symbolized by the gold plate.” (Leviticus, 153) 

Our children are royal priests along with the rest of us. They are worshipers. Because of
their holy status, what they offer up as worship, as simple as it may be, is acceptable to God.
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They have standing with God. God sees the standing that he has given them and accepts their
worship.

7. Holiness means that our children are a part of the new creation.

This whole process of making Aaron and his sons holy, consecrating them to the
priesthood, lasted seven days. They stepped into the full responsibility on the eighth day.
Throughout Scripture this eighth day imagery is used to speak about new creation. The first
seven days represents the corrupted old creation that must be put to death and transformed. God
transforms it and makes it a new creation. Aaron and his sons are new Adams who deserve to
die, and in a sense, they do. But then God raises them and puts them into this new creation.

When our children are set apart as holy, entering the church through the waters of
baptism, they come into and are a part of God’s new creation in Christ. As such they are a part of
the new humanity and are new creation, old things have passed away and all things have been
made new (2Cor 5.17).

8. Holiness means that our children are called to the mission of the church.

All of these rituals grant position, a holy status. But whenever God by his grace grants a
status there is always a commensurate responsibility. Privilege always comes with responsibility.
Our children have a responsibility with this holy status. Earlier I mentioned the fact that the word
translated “ordination” in Lev. 8 literally means “filling the hand.” God gives them something
with which they are to be good stewards, managing his gifts in a way that is proper. 

He gives them clothing. Clothing for glory and beauty is as much a mission as it is
anything else. They are not show pieces, but active participants in revealing God’s glory. The
clothing aspect is interesting in that one line of symbolism is that the clothing represents Israel.
For example, there are twelve stones on the breastplate representing the twelve tribes. There are
two stones on the shoulders with six tribes inscribed in each. As God says elsewhere, Israel is his
glory (Isa 46.13). Israel reveals who God is. They are to do so faithfully. The clothing of the
priest is his office, and it is a weighty office.

The anointing with oil conveys the same thing. In Scripture when someone is anointed
with oil by another, it is for the purpose of serving in a particular capacity. Kings, for instance,
are also anointed with oil. Our children are given an office to fulfill.

Also mentioned earlier is the fact that food–flesh and bread–are placed in the hands of the
priests. This represents themselves. It is offered up to YHWH to be eaten by him. Then YHWH
gives them a portion to be eaten. They are called to a particular responsibility. Being joined to the
house and everything in it–altar, utensils, table, ark, etc.–means that each one of these things
teaches them who they are and what they are to be doing. When our children are baptized, they
are holy. Being holy means that they are called to a particular way of life. Fundamental to their
calling to be holy is that they are to live their lives by faith. They are called, just like the rest of
us, to respond to the gifts and calling of God by having their lives consistently conformed to what
God says to be and do. They are to live their lives from the times of their births and baptisms
with faith toward Christ. As God is merciful to reward our faithfulness as parents and as a church
(and he is merciful many times despite our unfaithfulness), our children will never know a day
when they did not love and trust Jesus.

This holy faith is to reveal itself in the children’s worship. Our children are called to give
themselves up to God and for others just like the rest of us (though at their level of maturity, of
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course). Our holy children are called to take up their crosses, dying to themselves, following
Jesus just like the rest of us. Our children are priests before God and, as we will see next time, it
is the church’s responsibility in the person of the parents to train them up in all of this according
to what God has declared about them.

Our children are privileged to have this status as holy because of the grace of our God.
Aaron and his sons did not assume this office because they were inherently innocent and free
from sin. God had to make them holy. The only way Aaron and his sons had this holiness was by
the command and promise of God. So it is with our children. There is no inherent worth in our
children. There is no inherent worth in us as parents that makes our children worthy to receive
this holy calling. That which sets our children apart, granting them this holy status is the
command and promise of God, just like it was for Aaron and his sons. God doesn’t give us a
spiritual DNA. He breaks their ties with the old world by his command and promise realized in
baptism.

Our children have the same standing before God as any other Christian. Our children are
not second-class citizens. Yes, they have different responsibilities because of their maturity level,
but they have the same standing that we do as Christian adults. Our children are holy. You can’t
get more standing than that.

OUR HOLY PARENTING

Holy children require holy parenting. The grace that God gives us by including our
children with us in the church is also a responsibility for us as parents. The holiness of our
children is a calling for Christian parents to rear their children so as to mature in holiness.

In Eph. 6.4, after giving a directive to the younger saints, the children of the church, Paul
directly addresses the parents. (“Fathers” is certainly stressing the leadership and responsibility of
the man, but like “brothers” it includes the females. Paul is addressing mothers as well as
fathers.) He gives them some instructions on Christian parenting that includes both a negative
and a positive command. These commands will shape the way we approach the subject of holy
parenting. I find it quite interesting that Paul doesn’t write a book on this (or for that matter any
of the relationships in the home). He gives them some general commands and principles and
expects them to work that out. That is what I want to do a bit of in this essay.

Paul’s instructions on the home began back in Eph. 5.18 really. This is where he told
them to be filled with the Spirit. Then he goes through general relationships of submitting to one
another followed by relationships of husbands and wives and the obedience of children. One of
the major themes in this section deals with authority and its proper use and relationship to it. The
home is to be structured in a particular way and everyone is to recognize and submit to that. 

In Eph. 6.4 parental authority is being addressed. Parents have authority in the Christian
home, and they are to use that authority in a way that is consistent with the Christian faith. Paul
tells them what not to do and then what to do. The way Paul speaks about the use of authority in
Ephesians is a great illustration of how the wisdom of the cross works its way out in the everyday
lives of Christians. The world in its wisdom tends to go to extremes in its views of authority: it is
either tyranny or anarchy (each of which leads to the other). It is either austere and unforgiving or
completely loose and egalitarian. It sees your children as your servants or sees no one as servants.

Paul is telling them that this authority is real, but it is to be used in a way that is
consistent with how God reveals himself in Christ and his cross. Authority is to be used to serve
your children. This service of authority to and for your children takes the shape of 1) not
provoking your children to anger but 2) bringing them up in the discipline and instruction of the
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Lord.

Do not provoke your children to anger ...

Paul’s concern for the children in the church and how they were being reared would not
have been an unusual thing in the Jewish world. God gave the Jews specific commands about
caring for and teaching their children. In one of the more prominent passages of Scripture known
by all Jews, the Shema, lovingly training up children in the ways of YHWH is emphasized. 

Hear, O Israel: YHWH our God, YHWH is one. You shall love YHWH 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 diligently 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. (Dt. 6.4-9)

Though they might not have always cared for their children as they were instructed, caring for
children was a part of the constitution of the nation of Israel. This may not have been as
foundational in the Greco-Roman world that Paul is addressing in Ephesians. I’m sure that many
parents loved their children. But children were the weakest, most vulnerable members of society.
Children were presented to their fathers at birth. If the father picked the child up, he was received
into the family. If he turned his back, the child was taken away and, many times, left out to die of
starvation and exposure. To be a child was to be little more than a slave. The idea of giving
yourself up for your children and serving them was not really in the prevailing attitudes and
mores of the culture. But again, the wisdom of the cross turns the wisdom of the world upside
down.

Paul addresses this church set in this type of culture telling them to invest their lives in
their children. They are to care about how they rear their children. The first thing he tells them is
that they are not to provoke their children to wrath. This has sometimes been translated “do not
exasperate your children.” That is fine as well. Paul is not speaking about the occasional times
when you tell your child what he doesn’t want to hear and he becomes angry. Paul is telling them
not to rear their children in such a way that they become angry, frustrated, exasperated people as
a way of life. These are the repeated actions of a parent that shapes his child into a bitter and
angry person. 

Again, Paul has not given us a list of everything that will provoke our children to wrath.
He expects us to figure things out applying what God has revealed in the proper ways. So what
are the ways in which we can provoke our children to anger or exasperate them? There are
certainly more ways that I will mention, but I want to cover six ways we can exasperate our
children.

1. Refusing to recognize their God-given, holy status and pressing them for some type of crisis
conversion experience.

As parents we may be ignorant of God’s declaration about our children, or we may simply
refuse to believe it. Whatever the source we can frustrate our children to no end by always
pressing them to have a dramatic conversion experience. Some reading this came from some type
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of non-Christian background. Maybe we were converted out of lives of open rebellion against
God. Our conversions were dramatic. Big changes happened all of the sudden. Not only this, but
in the evangelical Christian world, we hear of these types of conversions all of the time. We are
pressed on every side to have certain type of emotional reaction and experience. 

What happens when we have children who are born into a Christian home who have
known nothing else but a mother and father who love Jesus and who have, like Timothy, been
taught the holy Scriptures from the time of infancy? These children haven’t gone out and been
openly rebellious against God. They have believed what you have taught them about the Lord
Jesus from before they can remember. This is all they know. (This, not so incidentally, is the way
it ought to be in a Christian home.) This little child has been taught to love and trust Jesus. And
he does. He has been taught that God is faithful to his promises, and this child believes those
promises. He believes what God says. No huge drama. No big fanfare. God says it, and he
believes it. That’s just the way things are.

What if the parent is always pressing them to have some type of crisis conversion
experience? What happens if, when asked if he loves and trusts Christ, the child responds, “Yes,”
but then is told, “No, I really don’t believe you do”? Your children can become very angry with
God and the whole Christian faith because you are presenting a God who, despite all of your talk
of grace, only accepts people of a certain age and intellectual ability combined with the right
emotional experience. While you should be training up your children to believe God, you are
training them to doubt God. 

This kind of thing happens all the time in our ranks as Presbyterians. Our children are
baptized and taught the faith. But many brothers and sisters in Christ refuse to believe that they
love and trust Jesus. We might believe that they may make a credible profession of faith at 10,
but that may be pushing it. These children are told throughout their young years that the God to
whom you say they belong is an austere, aloof God who is practically impossible to please. It is
no wonder many of our children grow up and become frustrated with the faith.

Some parents and church leaders may retort, “Well, we have to make sure that they really
love Jesus. The only way to do that is to see how they act. When they are young they don’t act
like they love Jesus.” To which I reply, “And you always do?” Immaturity in the faith is not the
same thing as no faith. They have to learn what it means to grow up and live lives of faith. But
that doesn’t mean that they have no faith.

Don’t provoke your children to anger by refusing to recognize the fullness of their holy
status and constantly pressing them for some type of extra-biblical emotional experience to
satisfy the way you think things ought to be ... at least the way they were for you.

2. Leading only by command and not by example.

This is the “do as I say and not as I do” attitude toward parenting. I’m not saying that our
children should be able to do anything their parents should be able to do or that if your children
can’t do it then neither should you. Most of my children can’t drive. That doesn’t mean that I
shouldn’t drive. Different levels of maturity can handle different things. 

What I am talking about is trying to instill discipline in our children without disciplining
ourselves as parents. This is walking around like some pagan king who commands things of all
of his subjects but won’t give himself up for his people. This is like the scribes and Pharisees
who, Jesus said, tied heavy burdens on others but would not lift a finger to move them
themselves (Mt 23.1-4). They imposed all of these crushing burdens on people but they didn’t do
any of them. 
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Jesus, on the other hand, still demands a great deal from his people, but he leads the way.
Jesus tells his people that they must take up their crosses so as to die, but they take up their
crosses and follow him. He leads the way by dying first and expects them to follow his example.
Jesus doesn’t say, “Do as I say” only. Jesus says, “Do as I say and as I do.” We do what Jesus
commands us to do because he has shown us the way. He has led by example.

It is quite difficult to demand kindness from your children and chastise them when they
are unkind to their siblings or their friends when you are not kind to your neighbor or your
spouse or to them. They have to see these things patterned in your life to understand how to be
kind. 

We exasperate our children when we give them commands and expect them to be
disciplined in these areas when we ourselves refuse to discipline ourselves in these areas.
Leadership that commands but doesn’t lead by example is tyrannical and always produces anger,
frustration, and bitterness. Don’t provoke your children to anger commanding them to go where
you are not willing to lead them. Show them the way through your personal discipline and giving
yourself to and for them.

3. Inconsistency in discipline will provoke your children to anger.

When children don’t know where the boundaries are from one day to the next, they will
become exasperated, angry. One day you let this go. The next day you come down like a ton of
bricks on it. This kind of inconsistency is frustrating. How angry would you be as a parent if our
government changed the tax laws weekly. You have had your taxes withheld according to the
law, but then when it came tax time they said, “The law changed yesterday and now you owe
20% more.” You would go through the roof! When we are not consistent with our rules and our
enforcement of them, it is practically the same thing. We’re changing the rules on them by letting
it go one day but punishing it the next. The child is left confused and frustrated.

There are certain things in your house that should never be tolerated because it would be
unchristian to tolerate them. But there are some things that are our applications that we might call
our own “house rules.” These are various applications of fundamental principles. Personal house
rules are fine and necessary. How various parents apply these principles and their methods of
doing so will differ. That is fine as well. But one thing that must be consistent within your house
is consistency with the application of the house rules. Parents, don’t make a rule that you are not
willing to enforce consistently. Inconsistency will lead to frustration and more rebellion. If you
are not willing to enforce the rule, don’t make it if it is not a hill to die on.

One thing that we all have to learn in parenting is that not every hill is a hill worth dying
on. There are certain grounds that can be given so that we can reinforce the troops at another
point that is more important. You have to figure those things out in your home.  Consistency is
one of the most difficult areas of parenting because of fatigue. There are times when you just
want to let them have the house. You’re tired of correcting that behavior over and over again.
“All I seem to do is to spank these little ones all day long.” If it is a hill worth taking, hang in
there. Your perseverance will be rewarded. Some days the loving correction of the rod is what
may be needed all day. Sometimes we all have bad days in which sin is just a little more
prevalent than it is on other days. On those days, mothers and fathers are called into a spiritual
warfare in which our children must be exorcized in a way that only comes through the rod and
reproof.

These times may also be a time to evaluate the house rules as parents. Husbands, if your
wives are having to deal with this all the time and you not so much, see if any burden can be
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lifted off of her by removing some of the less serious house rules if you can. That house rule may
be important. If it is, then persevere.  You may also need to be more proactive in focusing their
energy to things that are constructive. Yes, that takes work as well and comes with its own
challenges. But having your children focused on something instead of leaving them to themselves
may help in this area.

Consistency in applying the rules is important to not provoking your child to anger. This
consistency also involves proportionate punishment. That is, the punishment should fit the crime.
Sometimes a simple verbal rebuke is all that is necessary when your child fails to address you
with respect but corrects it with a good attitude when pointed out to him. But when a rebellious
attitude accompanies it and draws the line daring you to cross, then the crime has risen to another
level. Coming down with the same ferocity on every little thing is not right. In God’s law the
punishment always fits the crime. It should be that way in our homes. Swiping a cookie from the
kitchen before supper is not the same as being verbally or physically abusive and rebellious to
you as a parent. They should be met with different forms of correction.

Consistency in discipline requires something of us as parents; namely, being there
consistently. Showing up every once-in-a-while between social engagements and over-working
to advance your career is not going to cut it. One thing that seems to be lost on our culture as a
whole and has insipidly seeped into the church is that somehow when you have children you
don’t have to give up other aspirations. You can have it all ... at least that’s what the commercials
say. What we parents must understand is that when we have children as Christians we have taken
on the God-given responsibility to see to it that we do our dead-level best to rear those children
in a way that is pleasing to God. Sometimes that means giving up those goals we had when we
were single or married with no children, or at least modifying them. When you have children you
give up your rights to do certain other things. That is not bad. In fact, that is precisely the
cruciform life: giving up yourself for others. 

Consistency in discipline requires your presence, parents. You can’t be passing your
children off to everyone else all the time and expect there to be consistency in their discipline.
(This is not to say that you can never have a baby-sitter. I’m saying that can’t be a way of life if
you expect consistency in discipline.) Not knowing where the lines are from day-to-day will
create frustrated, angry children. Strive to be consistent in enforcement of the rules.

4. Refusing to discipline your children will provoke them to anger.

Refusing to set the boundaries for your children and enforce them will create discontent,
angry children. Allowing them to indulge all the time and never saying, “No,” teaches them that
should be able to have anything they want any time they want it. They think that there are no
limits to what they can have or should have. We are seeing this in 3-D in our country right now.
We have grown up a generation that believes that they should be able to be supported, have
health care, and all sorts of other things while someone else pays for it all. 

When we refuse to discipline our children we are setting them up for great pain. The
father in Proverbs tells us that we are actually slowly killing our children. Prov 23.13-14: “Do not
withhold discipline from a child; if you strike him with a rod, he will not die. If you strike him
with the rod, you will save his soul from Sheol.” We all need to learn from childhood to be
content with limitations in all areas of life. We can’t do everything. We can’t have everything.
We can’t know everything. We should always be striving to improve ourselves and others around
us, but we must learn contentment with what God has provided. 
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The child that is allowed to throw the fit and get what he wants by doing so is being
taught, “If I throw a tantrum, I will get what I want.” What he should be learning is, “If I throw a
fit, I’m going to get something I don’t want.” He needs to learn at a very young age that painful
consequences are in store for people who act this way. When they learn this and learn to be
content with what they have, they can be happy instead of angry children. If they don’t learn this
they can never be happy because they will always be striving for that which cannot be attained. If
goals are always unattainable, then there is frustration.

I remember one time when my children were younger we had a friend in our home
staying with us. I had to correct one of the children while he was there. When we came out of the
room, there were still the after-effects of what had just occurred. He bent down to my child and
said, “Do you know that your daddy is making you happy?” That was exactly right though I
hadn’t thought of it that way to that point.

So many parents are worried about being buddies to their children that they don’t parent
their children. One man I learned from who had weathered many parental storms used to tell his
children when they were younger, “I’m not your friend. I’m your parent.” Interestingly, now that
the children are adults, they are all best of friends. In cases where I have seen the opposite
attitude it seems to turn out different.

Refusing to discipline your child in a way that makes him angry can also manifest itself in
making everything in your home revolve around the desires of your child or your children. They
never have to give up what they want and their perceived rights. Everyone must always serve
them. Parents who do this think they are making the child happy. They are not. They are making
him angry. He will discover one day that the world doesn’t operate like this. He is not the center
of the world. 

Parents, you need to have time together when your children are awake and know about it.
They need to know that their desires are put on hold while mom and dad focus on one another.
Your child doesn’t need to be in the big middle of everything. He is disciplined in this way, and
you are making him a happy child. Again Prov 29.17 says, “Discipline your son, and he will give
you rest; he will give delight to your heart.” If your child is going to be happy and content and,
thus, bring joy to your heart, he has to be disciplined. He must know, respect, and live within the
boundaries.

5. Unreasonable demands provoke children to anger.

While our children must be disciplined, the demands that we have of them must fit their
age and, to some degree, their personalities. Each child that you have is different. What’s more is
that none of them comes with an instruction manual. This means that a huge aspect of parenting
is getting to know your child for the individual that God created him to be and working with the
grain, so to speak. Once you have children, you have this job. There is no quitting. Gird up your
loins and go after it.

You must learn the child’s tolerances, what he is capable of doing, what he is not capable
of doing, and what he needs to push himself to do. Again, this isn’t easy all the time to figure out.
It takes work. But it can be done, and you can do it. With that knowledge, you should be careful
about making unreasonable demands upon your children. Your toddler will not be able to clean
his room or make his bed like you would do it. While he should be learning how to do these
things and do them well with a good attitude, there needs to be allowance for his immaturity and
praise when he makes a good effort at it. There can be no allowances for defiant disobedience.
But there must be allowance for immaturity. If there isn’t, you will frustrate your child.
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Understand your child’s strengths and weaknesses. There are some children, for example,
who are good in certain subjects in school and not so good in others. You have to discern when
they are doing their best, and that it is not always determined by the grades. But you have to
know your child.

Perfectionism or idealism can be crushing to the spirit of a child (or to an adult for that
matter). This is that ever illusive standard that no one, not even the one who is a perfectionist,
can reach. This person is angry himself and makes people around him angry as well. The idealist
or perfectionist has this standard in his mind of the way things ought to be. Nothing ever
measures up, nothing he does or anyone else does is ever good enough. Even if it was okay, it is
never praise-worthy and there is something else that should have been done. The hard-line
perfectionist can’t find anything to praise anyone about because what is praiseworthy is what is
perfect, and you’re not perfect. If you are this way as a parent, you will crush your children and
make them angry people. 

If this is your approach to parenting, your children will tend to show their anger in one of
two extremes. Your child may become a perfectionist himself who is always under this
tremendous load of guilt for never being able to measure up. He is never good enough. He is
always beaten down with little to no joy. Then there are others who say, “You know what, since I
can never measure up, I won’t even try.” They become rebellious against the standard because it
is a standard to which they can never attain, so why even try. I’m going to fall short either way. I
might as well enjoy it while I don’t measure up.

Perfectionism doesn’t regard limitations of immaturity. It is always pushy. And if you
think immaturity is bad, what happens if the child sins. Get ready for hour’s worth of lecture and
holding it over the child for days and weeks to come. The perfectionist will say, “I’m only trying
to help him improve.” This is true at one level. But you’re not. You’re crushing him. Take a
lesson from the Perfect One. As a recovering perfectionist, one of the Scriptures that helped me
and continues to help me with this is what the Psalmist says in Ps 103: “As a father shows
compassion to his children, so YHWH shows compassion to those who fear him. For he knows
our frame; he remembers that we are dust.” God knows our limitations and doesn’t expect us to
do any more than what dust is able to do. He recognizes our immaturity and rejoices in and
praises our incomplete and immature works done in faith. Eccl 9.7 says, “Go, eat your bread with
joy, And drink your wine with a merry heart; For God has already accepted your works.” Joy
comes with knowing that God has accepted our obedience. We don’t have to be under this
crushing burden of guilt for never measuring up. In the end we will hear the praise of Jesus
himself when he says, “Well done, good and faithful servant.” He praises us. 

Yes, we should have high standards. Yes, we should be moving our children toward those
standards. But along the way we must recognize where they are and praise them for the things
that they do, as imperfect as they may be. Unreasonable demands by parents will provoke
children to anger. Think about what you are doing parents. Don’t just react. Parenting takes
mental energy, thinking through what effect your actions are having your children.

6. Never showing affection, laughing with, and playing with your children will provoke them to
anger.

We can get so busy with life and all its activities that we forget to live with our children,
to enjoy them. No, it is not always going to be playing ball, baking cookies, and laughing
together. There are times when that is not appropriate. There are times to work. Children need to
understand that you have responsibilities elsewhere and they can’t dominate all of your time
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(even though you are doing much of this for them). But they also need to understand that you can
rest and enjoy one another. They are not the center of the world, but they are a huge part of it.
You need to hug and kiss your children. You need to sit around the table and laugh with them.
Watch movies together, read books together, play ball together, cook together, run errands
together, and even work together around the house and laugh. Lighten up. The world is not going
to fall to pieces if you take time to play with your children. In fact, it will be there tomorrow. 

Your children need to learn that laughter is good. Maybe this is where parents learn from
the faith of their children. The faith that says it is okay to rest and play and laugh. Yes, they need
to learn when it is appropriate and when it is not. But this doesn’t need to be squashed. It simply
needs to be channeled in the right direction. Shape them as people who are not always
exasperated and angry all the time but who can take themselves and life with an appropriate lack
of seriousness, people who don’t think that the fate of the world rests heavily upon their
shoulders all of the time but trusts a sovereign God who said that it is okay to lighten up.

Parents, time to take a little inventory. Do your children want and like to be around you?
One thing that I find so intriguing about Jesus is that in places like Mt 18 and 19 he had children
around him. He wasn’t always this foreboding presence. He was only that to those who were in
rebellion against him who wanted to hide from him and/or kill him. But he wasn’t that way to the
children who loved to be around him. If your children don’t like being around you, you need to
do a little examination. Yes, the problem may be in them. But it may also be in you. 

As Christian parents we are called to avoid provoking our children to anger. We can do
this in so many ways. Let us be careful to parent these holy ones faithfully so that they will grow
up to be joyful Christians.

... But nourish them in the culture and instruction of the Lord

Most of us grow up with a strong sense of who we are as Americans. It’s not really
something that we think about too much. It is something that we take for granted. We are born in
this country, learn and understand the language, participate in fireworks on the Fourth of July
from before we can remember, and understand that to some extent we are free and have rights.
We accept that there is a president, two houses of Congress, judges, governors, states, and all the
rest. This is just the way things are. We are Americans.

Within our American culture we even have sub-cultures that make up this melting pot we
call the United States. There are urban and rural cultures. There are Northern, Southern, West
Coast, Northeast, Mid-West, and all sorts of geographical regions that form these distinctive
enclaves within our nation. We just accept it. We talk different even though we speak the same
language. We eat different foods although we jump across the lines now with our various culture-
specific restaurants. All of these things are just the air that we breathe as a Americans. We were
brought up this way. This is who we are. 

Interestingly, one of the distinctives of our modern culture is that religion is a sub-culture
just like being from New York or Atlanta. Whatever your religion it is of no consequence at all to
your being an American. We are all American first and then Christian, Jew, Muslim, or even
atheist. But when Paul tells parents in 1Cor 7.14 that their children are holy and instructs them in
Eph 6.4 to bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord, he is assuming something
very different. He is assuming that we have been brought into a new culture of which every other
citizenship is a sub-culture. The responsibility of Christian parents is to nurture our children in
this culture.
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Holy parenting doesn’t only have a negative bent. That is, it is not just about what we are
to avoid. We are not to think only of what we must avoid. Holy parenting has a positive
direction. There are things that are to be pursued, things to be done. Paul uses a word here that in
this context that is properly translated as “bring them up” or “rear them.” But he has used this
word earlier in his instructions about the new creation home when he spoke to the husbands
about nourishing their wives (5.29). Husbands are to love their wives as they love themselves,
being careful to nourish and cherish their wives. This word has the idea of feeding and providing
for them so that they are nourished and grow as they ought. There is something of a tenderness in
this word. Paul is not talking about sliding their food under their door so that they can have
sustenance. He is speaking about nourishing children in every way. 

Parents are to love their children with everything that this means. The way that we love
our children as Christian parents and thus fulfill our responsibilities before God and to them is
explained in the fact that we are to nourish them in the “discipline and instruction of the Lord.”
Both of these words are quite instructive and somewhat difficult to translate directly into English.
We lose something in translation. The first word normally translated something like “discipline”
or “nurture” has more of a positive sense and refers to what is to be pursued.

The second word may have more of a negative sense in that it may be the sense of
instructing in the sense of warning the child what to avoid. In Paul’s day this word did have the
connotation of warning along with it. Nevertheless, what this word speaks about is shaping the
mind to think a certain way. Training children involves setting them on the track to pursue
holiness and warning them about the dangers of straying from the path. It is much like we read in
Proverbs when we hear things like, “Pursue wisdom” and “avoid foolishness.” They come as a
dual package. Our children must know where they are headed so that they can recognize and
avoid any and all things that would knock them off the path. Holy parenting is the God-given
responsibility to shape our children so that they truly become what God has declared them to be:
holy. We do this by following what Paul says here.

Digging into what Paul means by his use of the word translated “discipline” or “training”
gives us an idea of what this means. As I said, it is quite difficult to translate this word into
English because of its richness. That is one reason for the various translations. During Paul’s day
this word carried with it the idea of inculturation. This is not the instruction that is given to an
observer who stands on the outside like a sociologist and studies a culture from afar to learn
about it. This is the person who becomes a citizen of the culture, learns its language, participates
in all its cultural activities, and learns its do’s and don’ts. It was to be immersed in the culture.
Holy parenting requires that we bring our children up in the culture of the Lord, not as outside
observers who study us, but as members of the Lord’s culture. 

In order to understand this, we have to back up just a bit and understand ever so briefly
what a culture is. A culture is not merely a set of laws, though cultures have laws that reflect
what they believe is right and wrong, good and evil, things that deserved to be praised and things
that deserved to be punished. A culture is a language, music, work, a way of thinking, a way of
living, rites, rituals, food, and dress, all of which bind us together as a distinct people. Culture is
not just what is on pieces of paper or important documents. Culture is sights, sounds, and smells.

Culture is totally pervasive. You know you have hit cultural fundamentals and
foundations when you say, “That’s just the way things are around here. That’s who we are and
what we do.” Cultures are to us what water is to a fish: they define us as people and determine
the way we think and why we do what we do. They are, in a sense, our very life. Culture is what
gets in your bones and is expressed not just in what you say and do but why you say and do what
you say and do. 
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Every culture is fundamentally determined by what it believes about God; i.e., whether
there is a god to begin with, who he is if there is one (i.e., what his name is), and what he requires
and doesn’t require of us. As Henry van Til taught, culture is religion externalized and made
explicit. 

But culture is not something that we come out of the womb and have intuitively. Culture
is what it instilled. It is taught. We all become inculturated by being born into a certain culture
and growing up learning the culture both informally and formally. Think about it in terms of
language since language is a fundamental component of all cultures. When our children are born,
they are not born knowing the English language. We don’t see any evidence for this in places like
France where, inexplicably, children are born speaking English in French-speaking-only
households. Children are immersed in the culture so that they learn the language, first informally
and then, God willing, more formally. You teach your children English by speaking to them,
calling their names, telling them that you love them, telling them no, and pointing to certain
objects and repeating the words over and over. Later on, as they grow, they learn better how the
language works as they are educated and taught formally about nouns, verbs, predicates, and
direct objects. Then, even later they are taught literature. They have been spoken to and have
been read to all their lives. They know the language because they have been immersed in the
culture. In the maturation process in the culture they become more facile with the language and
understand how to use it and when to use it depending on the contexts, which also speak to the
influence of the culture. 

Paul is saying that the Christian parenting involves inculturating our children in the
culture of the Christian faith. It is to teach them the language by speaking to them day in and day
out so that the language becomes so fundamental that, like English, this is the language in which
they think and discern the world around them. They are to grow up with the sights, sounds,
smells, music, dress, food, laws, rites, and rituals of the Christian faith. This is what is to define
them, to tell them who they are and what they are to do. This culture defines them. Yes, they are
to mature and become more facile with all the aspects of the culture so that they can tell others
why they are the way that they are. But the Christian faith is to be in their bones. Our job as
parents is to create that kind of culture in our homes so that the Faith is their culture.

This is what Moses was talking about when he said that we are to instruct our children
when we sit in our homes, when we walk, when we lie down, and when we rise up (Dt 6.7). This
doesn’t mean we are to be drilling our children 24/7 with catechism questions or making them
quote Scripture any more than we would make them break down every sentence that they speak
into subject, verb, and direct object. No, this is just the language that we speak all the time.
Again, there are times for the formal definitions and the exact Scripture quotations, the formal
grammar of the Christian faith. But we learn the cultural language by being immersed in it day in
and day out, thinking and reasoning in that language. 

Christian inculturation is the duty of Christian parents with their holy children. Some
parents, having succumbed to our prevailing American culture, don’t believe that decisions like
this should be “forced” on their children. American culture is pervaded by the idea that religion is
a private matter that each person should decide upon for himself. It is practically child abuse to
force this upon your children. The first bit of wrong-headed thinking in this is that religion is a
private matter. It is cultural matter. It is not something that one can hold on his own but it have
no affect upon all areas of life. That little bit of deception has influenced the Christian church
detrimentally for a long time in the USA. Culture is unavoidable. And because at its heart culture
is determined by what you believe about God, forcing something on your children is
unavoidable. You will teach your children about God whether rightly or wrongly.
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The truth of the matter is that all of us have things “forced” upon us. Not one of us chose
where we were born or to what parents we were born. We didn’t chose our sex, the color of our
eyes, our build, the language we speak in our younger years, or a multitude of other things. What
if we waited until our child could tell us what kind of food he really liked? He would starve to
death. What if we waited for the child to decide if he really wanted to speak English? Some will
say, “Those are ludicrous examples. They have nothing to do with religion.” To which I reply,
“They have everything to do with religion or, maybe better, one’s relationship with God.” Why
do I feed my children instead of throwing them in a ditch when they’re born? Why do I even
want to speak to my children and have a relationship with them? It is because there is a God who
created us in his image, who imposed and imprinted his image upon us, that causes us to want to
nurture and relate to our children. Societies that begin to lose that start throwing their babies in
dumpsters even before they’re born.

Culture in the home is unavoidable. As Christian parents we are to see and teach our
children that the culture we have been granted by God is the expression of his grace and we
should respond to it with gratitude to him. You will teach your children your faith. The question
is, “What is your faith?” As Christian parents we have the responsibility to be deliberate about
bringing up our children in this Christian culture.

So, what is this Christian culture in which we are to be rearing our children? I am going
to describe our culture to some degree, and those within it will understand. But describing the
Christian culture for a Christian is sometimes like a fish trying to describe water. There are eight
aspects of Christian culture upon which I want to focus: 

1. The Christian culture is a culture of faith

The Christian faith is not observation but participation. You immerse yourself in it so that
it becomes a way of life. The Christian culture is a culture of faith. I’m not speaking here about a
generic faith that you hear about so much in our nation when it is said that people are people of
faith. The Christian faith is specific. This the culture of the Lord Jesus. This is faith that is
directed toward God the Father, in Jesus Christ and by the Holy Spirit. This faith is not blind or
unthinking. This faith is a faith that has at is foundation that which is more fundamental and solid
than the ground we walk on: the Word of God. God’s word–his story, his commands, his
promises, his exhortations, his admonitions, his Son–shape our existence. Faith is having our
lives shaped by what God says. So, for example, when God says to Noah, “Build an ark for the
saving of your house because I’m going to flood the earth and destroy everything,” Noah builds
an ark even though he has never seen a flood that destroys all living flesh. (Cf. Heb 11.7) Faith is
not merely knowing a certain set of statements about God or even believing that those statements
are true. The demons believe right things about God and tremble, James says (Jms 2.19). Faith is
being loyal to God and having what he says determine who you are and what you do. The
Christian culture is a culture of faith in God through Christ and by the Spirit. We believe what
God says and our lives are determined by that. 

For our children to be inculturated in the Christian culture, they must learn what it means
to have their lives–their thoughts and their actions–by God’s Word, trusting him more than what
they feel or see with their eyes. As parents we have the responsibility to make our homes homes
of faith. Mom and dad must trust Jesus. That has to be the air that we breathe in our homes. Yes,
it is taught formally as they mature. But it is taught informally by being in the very fabric of our
homes. 
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2. The Christian culture recognizes children as a part of the culture

It will be very difficult and nigh impossible to inculturate your children as Paul says to
the Ephesians if they maintain the status of observer of the Christian faith inside your home.
They are considered holy, a part of the Christian culture. This is what God declares about them
and we exhibit the faith of a Christian culture when we acknowledge that and are shaped by that. 

So, the first thing that we do when our children are born is to bring them to Jesus for him
to touch them in the waters of baptism. In Lk 18.15-17 we see parents bringing their infant
children to Jesus for him to touch them. This was no cutesy, sentimental gesture only. Jesus’
touch throughout the Gospels is a healing, restorative touch. It is a touch that conveys life as
opposed to death. These parents realize the need for their children to be healed by Jesus. As
parents we must do this as well and bring our children to Jesus in baptism. Jesus recognized them
as a part of his people when he laid hands on them. He is like Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob who lay
hands on their children, declaring them to be the seed, the heirs of the promise who have the
mission to be the people of God. These infants (and Luke makes sure that we know they are
infants) are the people of God, the new Israel, given all the blessings of the covenant by Jesus
laying his hands on them.

One thing that is interesting about this scene as well as the scene in Mt 19.13-15 is that
Jesus doesn’t take the children with him after this. He gives them back to the parents. What is
being said is unmistakable: the children belong to Jesus, but he gives them back to the parents to
be stewards of them. Parents have the responsibility to rear these children up as kingdom
citizens; or, as we have been talking about, to inculturate them as Christians.

Parents, your children are your kingdom responsibility. Whatever else you do within the
kingdom it must not be to the neglect of your children. If God gave them to you, then they are
your kingdom mission. You are called to disciple them. So, make sure you bring your children to
Jesus in baptism. But make sure also that you understand that this is the beginning of a life of
discipleship for your children. 

As we teach our children the Christian culture, they must learn that the Christian culture
is a cruciform culture. Disciples of Jesus are those who take up their crosses and follow Jesus. 
Paul teaches us in 1Cor. that the wisdom of the cross–the way God reveals himself in Christ
crucified–is the way he is and the way he expects us to be as individuals in relationship with one
another. Our children must learn that. They learn this in simple ways at first by learning to share
with others. They learn it by not insisting upon their rights and/or always demanding that they get
to do what they want to do. They learn the Christian culture by learning to defer to others and
finding joy in exalting others and their needs above their own desires. This may include things
like not interrupting their parents when they are talking to others, insisting that they be heard no
matter who else has your ear. These aren’t easy or quick lessons to learn. We spend a lifetime
learning them. But they are lessons that must be started at a young age. 

3. The Christian culture is a culture that has Scripture as its language. 

Again, the Dt 6 passage speaks about having the words of God on our hearts as parents
and then teaching them diligently to our children. The Scripture is the language we speak. It is
the story that we tell because it is the story that tells us who we are. We tell the story of Abraham,
not as some distant, historical, biblical figure, a specimen in history of faith, but as Abraham our
father. This is our family history. This is great-grandad Abraham.
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The Scriptures tell us who we are and how we are to live. They give us the music that we
are to sing in the songs of Moses, Deborah, Hannah, Mary, the Psalms, and the song of the Lamb.
The language of the Christian culture is the language that reflects the language of God found in
the Scriptures. It is the air that we inhale as we internalize them and then exhale in prayer,
whether spoken or musical. 

To inculturate our children in the language of our culture, they need to be a part of the
worship of the church. The Scriptures need to be read in the home. They need to be educated
Scripturally; i.e., with the Scriptural view of the world dictating how they see everything around
them Are the Scriptures read in your home? Do you pray with and for your children? If we are to
inculturate our children, the Scriptures must be the language we speak in our home. This is not
just quoting them or reading them, it is having everything we say influenced by them even it is
not a direct quote from them.

4. The Christian culture is a worshiping culture. 

Worship is at the heart of who we are. It is that from which everything in our lives flows.
In our formal times of worship we are given the shape of our lives and told, “This is how you live
as a Christian throughout the rest of the week.” As Christians we are worshipers. We are
committed to the one true God revealed in Christ and by the Spirit. We are those who declare our
loyalty to Jesus Christ as Lord and worship him. 

To bring our children up in the culture of the Lord means that they must be a part of
worship. They are a part of the people of God. But this also means that they should be trained in
the culture of worship. Our children are to be learning, for example, that the corporate worship of
God’s people is where I refuse to exert myself and become the center of attention. I defer to
others and don’t make a spectacle of myself. While adults need to be patient with our little saints
as they learn the culture, parents must be instructing children on what it means to participate in
worship. Our children must learn to be aware of others. We don’t shout and scream when we
want something because it draws all the focus on me. We don’t run in and out of the service the
entire time. Corporate worship is not about me. It is about us. This requires much from parents,
but it is a worthy and necessary vocation, even if you are not hearing everything you want to
hear. Consequently, taking your children out and giving them some hands-on instruction outside
the doors of the sanctuary during the service is part of bringing them up in the culture of the
Lord. When your children see you headed to that door with them during the service, they
shouldn’t be seeing freedom, happiness, and victory. They should know that on the other side of
that door is trouble. They need to participate in the rites and rituals of the worship. Stand, kneel,
recite, sing, lift hands, listen to the best of their ability, and they really need to be eating the food
of our culture.

5. The Christian culture takes sin seriously

Because Christians take sin seriously corrective discipline is necessary. We know that sin
destroys lives both now and in the future. You must know this and believe this as parents. You
must see the sin of your 18 month old and ask yourself, “What does that look like undisciplined
at 25 years of age?” Tantrums at 18 months may be cute for home videos to some, but they are
horrible at 18 years of age. 

Holy parenting requires that we take sin seriously in ourselves and in our children. That is
our culture. When we discipline we are disciplining for and toward holiness. This discipline, as
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we learn in Heb 12, is sometimes painful, but it yields good fruit. Discipline can and should be
painful without being abusive. It is to teach them that there is pain for disobedience. It is better
for them to experience the pain of a loving hand that is measured and for their good than the pain
that comes through mature disobedience later on. 

Disciplining for holiness means that we are seeking to shape the child’s heart in true
holiness so that he desires it. Parental discipline is aimed at creating a self-disciplined child who
loves the standard. This, then is not just about spanking when they have done wrong (though it
includes that). It is about training them to see the ugliness of sin and the beauty of holiness so
that they learn to desire the beautiful and reject the hideous even when they don’t have someone
standing over them with the rod. Parents must see the beauty of holiness first as well as the
hideousness and destructive power of sin. They must see it for their children first. So, when your
toddler throws a fit, you don’t try to convince him of the beauty of holiness, you make him stop
it. He will learn it over time.

6. Christian culture takes forgiveness and joy seriously

When sin is corrected and repented of, it is over. We don’t keep dragging this up over and
over again. When we forgive and are restored, that is it. We can then be joyful. As parents we
must instill this culture of forgiveness and the consequent joy in our children. We must use
words and teach them to use the words, “I forgive you” and “you are forgiven.” Then we must act
like that is really true ... because it should be.

The fact that we are forgiven, not carrying around this load of guilt, frees us up to
celebrate and enjoy the good gifts of God. Our parenting, though sometimes difficult, should be
promoting a joyful atmosphere in the home. We ought to focus ourselves and our children on
having fun with one another. Of course, this can’t be done when one or more people are selfish.
Enjoying one another and having joy in our homes means that we must show proper deference to
one another, not insisting on our own way. Rejoice in the accomplishments of others and teach
your children to do so. Laugh. Don’t take yourself too seriously. Learn to enjoy the moment. (If
you are having problems with any of these, I highly recommend you read and digest A Table in
the Mist by Jeffery Meyers.) The freedom that we have in believing in a sovereign, forgiving God
allows us to enjoy moments with one another without everything having to be “perfect.”

7. Christian culture is a culture of rest.

Continuing on from what was just said, we can lighten up because the weight of
controlling everything in the world is not on our shoulders. We have a sovereign God who shapes
vapor and shepherds the wind. We can rest and enjoy one another and laugh. We can stop and not
be driven all the time. Our God gives us rest. As parents we must teach our children the proper
relationship of work and rest. 

8. The Christian culture is completely pervasive

To bring everything back full circle, our culture is not one little segment of our lives. Our culture
is completely pervasive. When Paul says “of the Lord” he is speaking about the Lord Jesus who
said that all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to him and, therefore, they were to
disciple the cultures/nations.Christian culture is to include every place and everything over which
Jesus has authority. That means every square inch of creation and everything that involves our
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lives as individuals in relationship with other individuals.
Holy parenting is not just about teaching our children a certain catechism and only

worrying about whether or not they know the book answers. Our children need to be
discipled/educated in a way that they see the world and every piece of it through biblical eyes.
God and his word define us, telling us who we are. We are his images created and re-created in
Christ Jesus and by the Spirit. What God declares about the world is the world’s fundamental
reality. The way we see the world and its purpose, society, government, economics, and
recreation are all shaped by this. There isn’t a “world history” over against a “Christian history.”
The story of the world is the story of God’s creating, sustaining, and moving the world to a
certain end. This is not a section of history we call “religious history.” What the Huns did is just
as much a part of this as what Christian bishops did. There isn’t a “science” over against
“religion,” as if our Christian faith has nothing to do with what people like to call objective facts
(of which there is nothing of the sort). The Christian faith has as much to do with quarks and
elephants as it does rituals of worship. The same could be said with math and music, with
literature and grammar. The Christian culture takes up all of these things. 

Because of Christian culture is all-encompassing, holy parenting requires us to educate or
have our children educated Christianly. This is the culture of the Lord in which we are to rear
them up. This education may take many forms in application, but it is necessary that we
Christians be faithful in leading our children to understand that the Christian faith is what defines
the world and everything in it in the proper way. The Christian culture is what should and one
day will be the culture of the world. We are rearing them up to that end.

All of this may be a little overwhelming for some, especially those who may not have
gotten off on the right foot in child-rearing. What do you do? First, you need to start where you
are and not constantly bemoan the fact that you didn’t do everything right in the past. You can’t
change that. You are responsible for what you do from this day forward.

Second, you need to understand that you are still going to make mistakes. You do your
best guided by the knowledge and wisdom that you have and you spend a great amount of time
on your knees before God committing the lives of your children to his grace.

A while ago I read some advice given to a young parent who was afraid he had already
messed up his children. The parent who gave the counsel was older and has ten children. Here’s
what he said.

Wise old man?  Not me.  I'm young and vigorous.  But I do have ten kids, several grown
and all of them turning out OK.  Stumbles and errors and sins and headaches and
problems along the way, of course. But they are all turning out OK - better than OK;
they're great kids, and I love them all to death and I'm terribly proud of every one of them.

Most of this is obvious, but the obvious stuff is the important stuff.

First, yes, of course, you messed them up already.  You fathered them. To keep from
messing them up already, you should have arranged for an immaculate conception.  Too
late for that.  So, don't lose any more sleep over it; the question's answered; yes, you
messed em up.

Second, faith is critical.  You've got to do things, and you've got to strive to do it right. 
But you're going to do a lot of it wrong, and your hope for your kids is in God not in your
ability to keep with a parenting program.  Read Jeff [Meyers] on Ecclesiastes.
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Third, love them.  Tell them you love them.  Show them you love them. Hug them, kiss
them, laugh and play with them.  Enjoy being around them.  Listen to them, talk to them. 
Take them on dates.  Sing with them.  Eat dinner with them.

Fourth, love your wife/husband.  You can't be a good parent and a bad spouse.

The rest takes care of itself.2

This is, in sum, how you nourish your children in our Christian culture. Now, let us be
busy about being faithful.

Peter Leithart. Private email correspondence. Used with permission.2


