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Learning How to Walk:

Go by the Family Rules
A Study of Ephesians 6:1-4
Characteristic of Completeness:  Family Living
Big Idea:  Family is foundational.
Related Scriptures:  Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 6:7;

Proverbs 22:6, 15; 23:13; 29:15; Colossians 3:21; 2 Timothy 3:16;
Hebrews 12:10
Introduction:
A.
I want to begin this morning by showing you a video about a remarkable family.  You’ll be amused by the 70s fashions.  The video is dated, but the story is timeless.

(Play  video of “Chandlers” here.
)
B.
What does it take to raise a family like the Chandlers without many of the material things we consider essential?  What makes a family strong?  What kind of family dynamic produces healthy children who thrive?

C.
Today we come to a biblical text that explains some important family ingredients.  Our  Characteristic of Completeness for the week is Family Living.  And our text is  Ephesians 6:1-4.  This text gives us some insight into God’s design for the parent-child relationship.  Let me read the text, and then we’ll study it.
 NKJ Ephesians 6:1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.  2 “Honor your father and mother,” which is the first commandment with promise: 3 “that it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth.”  4 And you, fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath, but bring them up in the training and admonition of the Lord.

From this text, I want to show you that family is foundational.  In fact, that’s the  big idea of my message today:  Family is foundational.  Family is where lives are shaped.  Family is where character is formed.  Family is where life is learned, and it is learned well when the parent-child relationships reflect God’s design. 
I.
Our text speaks first of the role of children in the home.  Specifically, two commands are given to children.
A.
The first command is to obey your parents.  Verse  1 says,
NKJ Ephesians 6:1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.
1.
The Greek word for  obey is hupakouo.  It literally means to hear under.
  It’s closely related to the word for submit which literally means to arrange under.
  The  idea is that parents are in authority over their children, and the children under authority should listen to and follow what their parents say.

2.
A simple reason for obedience is given in the  text:  “for this is right.”

B.
The second command is to honor your parents.  Verses  2 and 3 say,
NKJ Ephesians 6:2 “Honor your father and mother,” which is the first commandment with promise: 3 “that it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth.”
1.
This is actually a quotation of one of the Ten Commandments from Exodus 20:12.  The original Greek word for  “honor” here is the word timao.  In this context, timao means to ascribe worth to someone, to honor, to revere, or to respect.
  To honor is a decision we make to place high value and importance on our parents, viewing them as God-given and worthy of our respect and care.
Honor and obedience are  related.  Honor is an overarching attitude.  Obedience is the behavioral evidence of such honor.  Honoring our parents is something we should do our whole lives.  Obeying our parents is generally confined to living at home as dependents.
2.
Why should children honor their parents?

a.
Well, let’s take a look at the  Ten Commandments from which Paul quotes.  I’ve condensed them here in the order in which they are presented in the Bible.  We’ve got . . .

1.
No other gods

2.
No idols

3.
Not in vain
4.
Keep Sabbath

5.
Honor parents

6.
Don’t murder

7.
No adultery

8.
Don’t steal

9.
Don’t lie

10.
Don’t covet
These commandments can be divided into  two sets.  The first four commandments have to do with our relationship to God.  In this first set,  the very first commandment sets the table for the others.  In the first commandment God says,

NKJ Exodus 20:2 “I am the LORD your God . . . 3 You shall have no other gods before Me.”
The other three commandments in the set flow from this.  Because God is the one and only, He commands, “No idols.”  Because God is the one and only, He commands, “Don’t take my name in vain.”  Because God is the one and only, He commands, “Keep the Sabbath in remembrance of Me.”

The second set of commandments has to with our relationship to others.  And, notice which command tops this set:   Honor your father and your mother.  Why?  Because the other commandments flow from it.  Family is foundational.
One commentator  explains it this way:

This fifth commandment is the centerpiece of the Ten Commandments. . . .  the first four deal with our relationship with God, the other six with our relationship to each other.   It is important to note that when we begin the set of six that deals with our relationship with each other, the first of these deals with relationships within the family.   That puts the family where it belongs, in the center.   Unless people learn to live together in the family, they aren’t likely to learn to get along with anybody anywhere.

You see, honoring our parents is important because it’s the divine order of things.  It is how God speaks from one generation to the next.  It is God who put our parents over us, and we are to honor His arrangement.  It’s important.  Family is foundational.
b.
We  should also honor our parents because it is beneficial.  It carries the promise of a better life.  Verse  3 gives the promise:
NKJ Ephesians 6:3 “that it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth.”
Honoring our parents somehow allows us to live better and longer today.  How is this possible?  Let me offer a few suggestions.

1)
First, if you don’t honor your Mom, she might kill you (.
2)
On a more serious note, when a young child honors his father by obediently not playing in the street where it’s dangerous, he may live longer.

3)
Also, when an older child honors his parents by forgiving them and living in harmony with them, he spares himself the physiological harm that stress and anger and unforgiveness can bring.  He may thus live better and longer.

4)
Also, to the extent that an entire society honors parents, it may enjoy the rich blessing of being in harmony with God’s design, and everyone in that society may generally live better and longer.

5)
Also, when an adult child honors her parent, that child is training her own children to honor her when she gets old.  This creates a generational model of honor that helps us live better and longer because our children will learn to care for us as we care for our parents.
So, honoring our parents can actually help children to live better and longer.  Family is foundational.
II.
The  last part of our text turns to the role of parents.  Two commands are issued to parents.
A.
The first command is don’t provoke your children.  Verse  4 says,
NKJ Ephesians 6:4 And you, fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath . . .

1.
Why does Paul address  fathers in particular here?  Why doesn’t he mention mothers?
  To be sure, the principles I’ll be talking about apply to mothers, too.  But, why the emphasis on fathers?  A number of reasons can be offered.  But, I’m just going to explain just one reason.  You see, in the day in which the letter to the Ephesians was written, I think the fathers needed correction more than the mothers.
Let me explain why I think this was so.  Ephesus was squarely within the Roman Empire.  Moreover, the church in Ephesus was primarily a Gentile church.  The people who had come to trust Christ as their Savior did not have a Jewish background.  So, for the most part, the Ephesian church was made up of Gentiles whose ideas about children and family would have been influenced by traditional Roman ideas.
So, what were the Roman ideas about children and family?  Let me read you a description given by one ancient historian.  He  writes,

Romans gave virtually full power to the father over his son, whether he thought it proper to imprison him, to scourge him, to put him in chains, and to keep him at work in the fields, or to put him to death.

Bible scholar Andrew Lincoln comments further.  He  says,

[The father] also had the authority to decide on the life and death of his newborn children.  Weak and deformed children could be killed, usually by drowning, and unwanted daughters were often exposed or sold.   All his children were reckoned to be under his control . . .  The mother, on the other hand, had no legal power.

These are descriptions of an authoritarian and often harsh Roman family system in which fathers had absolute rule, and children were often devalued and abused.  So, in light of the cultural setting, it would have been very logical for Paul to address fathers specifically because they were the primary focus of correction.

And,  the correction was radical.  In a culture in which a father was believed to have absolute authority to abuse his children, even to kill his children, Paul says don’t even provoke your children to anger.  Why not?  Because, according to Scripture, every child is made in the image of God.  Therefore, every child is of priceless worth.  Every child possesses unique abilities and potential.  And, every child deserves to be valued, not degraded.

2.
How is it that we parents can provoke our children to wrath?
First, I think it’s important to point out that we’re talking about a consistent pattern or habit, not occasional events.  The command is in the present tense, suggesting continuous behavior.  We parents are not to make a habit of angering our children.  Provocation is not to be the norm.  I think this is an important point because I think angering our children occasionally is unavoidable.  Sometimes doing the right thing as a parent angers our children.  The point is, this should not be an ongoing pattern.  If our children are always angry at us, something is probably wrong.

How is it that we parents can provoke our children to wrath?  Well, put yourself in their shoes.  Think about people who have been in authority over you.  What do they do to make you angry?  The list might include excessively severe discipline, unreasonably harsh demands, abuse of authority, being arbitrary or unfair, constantly nagging or condemning, humiliating, and being grossly insensitive to or neglectful of your needs.

A common theme of the things that anger us and our children is that they are degrading and dishonoring.  We feel devalued and disgraced.

It might not be a bad idea to ask our children what we do that makes them angry.  About ten years ago, I asked my kids what I do to make them angry.  Their responses were sobering and show how I sometimes devalued them.
My daughter, Candace who was about 15 at the time, said, “Dad, you make me angry when you make me feel dumb.  And, you make me angry when you’re too focused to stop something.”

My son, Chase, who was about 12 at the time, said, “Dad, you make me angry when you are short with me.”

In the footnotes of the transcript for this message, I will list 23 ways that parents can provoke their children.
  I will focus on just two of them this morning.
a.
We can demean and degrade our children and thereby provoke them when we simply neglect or ignore or abandon them.  Fathers who are checked out of the lives of their children actually provoke them.  I’m going to show you a short video clip of some sons whose fathers were absent from their lives.  Listen to their words.  And listen to the emotion behind their words.  They’ve been provoked.

(Play  video “Absent Fathers” here.
)

b.
We can also devalue and disgrace our children, and thereby provoke them, when our expectations for them are unreasonably high or perfectionistic.  We can make them feel like their worth is tied to what they look like or how they perform.  We can make them feel like they’ll never be good enough, like they’ll never measure up, like they’ll never be acceptable.  Listen to one daughter who felt unacceptable in the eyes of her mother.

(Play  video “Mother pretty” here.
)
3.
From these video clips, we get a sense of how provoking our children can affect them.  Family is foundational, and provocation can discourage our children deeply, even into adulthood.  A verse parallel to Ephesians 6:4 is  Colossians 3:21.  It says,
NKJ Colossians 3:21 Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become discouraged.
The Greek word translated  “discouraged” literally means no spirit, no courage.
  We crush their spirits.  We zap their motivation to do right.  And, repeated discouragement invites rebellion.
In sum, fathers—and mothers, too—don’t provoke your children to anger.  This quite naturally raises the question, “Well, what do I do as a parent?  Am I supposed to back off and let my children do whatever they want so I don’t anger them?”  No.  There needs to be a balance, which brings us to the second part of our text.
B.
The second command in  Ephesians 6:4 says, . . .
NKJ Ephesians 6:4 . . . but bring them up . . .

What does it mean to “bring up” children?  The word translated  “bring up” is the same word translated “nourish” back in Ephesians 5:29.  Remember, we talked about husbands nourishing their wives last week.  I said that it means to provide, to meet needs.  Not just physically, but emotionally and spiritually as well.
How do we do that with our children?  How do we bring them up? 
Ephesians 6:4 gives us two ways.
1.
First it  says, . . .
NKJ Ephesians 6:4 . . . bring them up in the training . . . of the Lord.
The Greek word for training is paideia.  The emphasis is on training by what you do, by your actions.  It could be translated as discipline, or correction, or even chastening.
  It involves the establishment of a standard or rule, and the delivery of consequences when the standard is broken.  It can include things like time-outs, or withholding privileges, grounding, allowing children to experience the naturally unpleasant consequences of their misbehavior, or in some cases, even spanking.  (I know spanking is very controversial.  I’ll talk more about it in a minute.)  So, training involves making things unpleasant as a means of disciplining.

Are we disciplining our children?  I fear that in many cases it’s not happening.  In many cases we are spoiling our children with permissive parenting.  Remember discipline is a means of nourishment.  Therefore, failure to discipline our children is a failure to give them something they need.  Raising kids without discipline is like raising kids on Pop Tarts®.  They might like it, but it’s unbalanced and unhealthy.
Discipline or training is needed, but it is not a license to abuse.  This discipline is somehow to be constrained by the phrase,  “of the Lord.”  What does that mean?  I think it means at least two things:
a.
First, our discipline of our children should be a lot like God’s discipline toward His children.  Let’s look at  Hebrews 12:10 in this regard.  Listen for the intent of God’s discipline for us, His children.  It says,

NKJ Hebrews 12:10 For they [our earthly fathers] indeed for a few days chastened us as seemed best to them, but He [our heavenly Father] for our profit . . .
God chastens us for our  profit, for our good.  That’s the intent.  Therefore, the discipline of our children should never be abusive.  It should be for their good, not to satisfy our desire to vent our own anger and frustrations as parents.  Therefore, I think it is wise not to discipline our children in the heat of anger, when we’re out of control.  Angry, vengeful punishment is not edifying; it invites an angry response from our children.  Better to cool off and consider what is best for our children.

This is particularly true of spanking.  A number of Scriptures seem to support spanking.
  For example,  Proverbs 23:13-14 says,

NLT Proverbs 23:13 Don't fail to correct your children. They won't die if you spank them. 14 Physical discipline may well save them from death.

But this does not constitute a biblical license to abuse our children.  A close friend of mine still carries emotional scars as a victim of his parent’s physical abuse.

Two pediatricians,  Doctors Trumbull and Ravenel help us distinguish spanking from physical abuse.  The  act of spanking involves one or two spanks on the backside,  not beating or punching or kicking.  The  intent of spanking is to correct,  not to injure or abuse.  The  attitude with which we should spank is love and concern,  not anger and malice.  The  effect of spanking is behavioral correction,  not personal injury, either physical or emotional.

Secular research has failed to show that such spanking is harmful to children.
  Professor Robert Larzelere of the University of Nebraska Medical Center, after considering all the research on spanking, says in a  July 2005 article, “. . . the most appropriate conclusion seems to be that how parents use any disciplinary tactic (including smacking [that’s the European term for “spanking”]) is more important for its effect on children that whether they use it or not.”
  The idea is that virtually any form of discipline has the potential to abuse if it’s used wrongly by the parent to demean or degrade or harm the child.
Moreover,  one research team headed by Professor Paul Robinson at Brigham Young University concluded in a 2004 article that, “For over a century, some psychologists have argued for punishment free parenting. . . .  Not one of those psychologists have been able to provide a working model of punishment free parenting . . .  On the flipside, we provide substantial evidence that confirms that punishment is effective and permissive parenting is not.”

Other  researchers have pointed out that parental permissiveness and negative criticism are more closely linked to a child’s aggressiveness than physical discipline.

In my own home, my daughter Candace was our most strong-willed child growing up.  We probably spanked her no more than two dozen times in all her childhood, and most of those came when she was two to four years old.  You can probably count on one hand the number of times we spanked our son, Chase.

So,  discipline or training “of the Lord” may include a host of disciplinary measures, including occasional spanking, but it is never to be abusive, just as the Lord never abuses us.
b.
The discipline or training of the Lord also suggests that our standards for discipline should be God’s standards.  The Bible should be the basis of our discipline.  Listen to  2 Timothy 3:16:

NKJ 2 Timothy 3:16 All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness,

The word  “instruction” is our Greek word, paideia, which is translated as “training” in our text.  So, Scripture is profitable for training.  The Bible is the basis for correction.

The implication is this:  If a biblical principle has been knowingly and willfully violated, by all means, discipline your child.

But, be careful about rules that are not clearly biblical.  Be careful about behaviors that can simply be chalked up to childish irresponsibility, not willful rebellion or disrespect.

2.
Back in  Ephesians 6:4, Paul also tells us to . . .
NKJ Ephesians 6:4 . . . bring them up in the . . . admonition of the Lord.
What does it mean to bring them up in the admonition of the Lord?  The Greek word translated “admonition” is nouthesia.  It literally means a putting in mind.
  The emphasis is on training by words, although actions can be a part of it.  It’s mostly teaching by telling and modeling.

And, once again we have the constraint, “of the Lord.”  How do you bring up your children in the admonition of the Lord?

a.
First, we instruct through our example.  It is a sobering reality that we as parents are presenting to our children a picture of what our heavenly Father is like.  Does that sound far-fetched?  Consider an article that appeared in the June 3, 1995 issue of the Arizona Republic.  Young children were asked how God’s love is expressed in their lives.  Note they were not asked about how they felt about their parents.  They were asked about when they experienced God in their lives.  Listen to the kids:

Meghan:  “(Daddy) decided to stay home from a meeting to help me with my homework.”
Nicholas:  “Dad took time out of his day to help me build a model dinosaur, it made me feel he really cared about me.”
Devon:  “(When the door of our car accidentally opened) I felt my dad grab my arm and drag me back in.”
Gillian:  “When I go to bed at night and my dad comes in, we say our prayers together.  I feel close to God after that.”
We give our children a picture of what God is like.  When our children see us, do they see the kind of person we’d like them to become?  How would they describe our walk with God?  How would they describe our character?
b.
Parents also instruct by teaching, by telling our children what we know about God and how to apply the Bible to their lives.  We can’t teach what we don’t know, so, as teachers, we must first be learners.  We don’t need to set up a classroom and lecture.  I believe that most of this teaching occurs informally, during day-to-day activities, as opportunities arise.  Listen to  Deuteronomy 6:7.

NKJ Deuteronomy 6:7 “You shall teach them [the ways of God] diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, when you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when you rise up.”
I take “when you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when you rise up” to mean that much of the teaching occurs informally, spontaneously, naturally, continually as we spend time with our children.  Let me repeat that last phrase, as we spend time with our children.

I fear that, in some cases, children have become the victims of the fast-paced, driven, overly-busy lifestyle of their parents.  According to research journalist,  Greg Critser, when behavioral problems arise in children, a common first response is to medicate them.
  In fact, for the first time in history, drugs for mental health problems like ADD and depression are now more commonly prescribed than antibiotics and asthma meds among children and adolescents in America.
  In his new book, Generation Rx, Critser takes ADD as just one example  saying,
. . . it’s [a] constantly repeated doctrine that the ADD parent is not at fault.   The basis of that doctrine was humane and understandable, and often true.   Many ADD kids came from households that were high functioning and highly empathetic, with parents that gave their all trying to provide their children with a balanced, nurturing environment;  their children were, indeed, likely hard-wired for behavioral problems, and 
Ritalin could help in the short term.
 But many ADD kids were products of the kind of homes clearly on the rise in reengineered America.   Yes, the family was together, and yes, the parents were concerned and loving.   But the home dynamics were tense, stretched by the demands of the new economy, the fragmenting treats of TV and video . . .  To these parents, the claim that the disorder was purely biological came as enormous relief.   It was a balm to the nagging notion that the fast-track life, the one you seemed to have to live to afford the best for your family, was not good for your kids. . . .

 If the first instinct for all such problems is to medicate, what becomes of the environment as a possible cause?  Answer:  It gets ignored.

Now,  don’t get me wrong.  I think some children do indeed have legitimate biological factors that can contribute to behavioral problems.  And I’m not against medication; sometimes it can be necessary and helpful.
I am merely encouraging you to examine your lifestyle, your home environment, your parenting.  Don’t let biological factors invite you to ignore the importance of your parenting.  Parents, we still bear the responsibility to raise our children right.  And the reality is parents who have biologically challenged children may be called to make extraordinary sacrifices to get the job done.
Some of you may be thinking, “What do you know about such challenges?”  I know a little.  My daughter, Candace does not have a normal brain.  In fact, she’s actually missing a part of her brain.  She’s had multiple neurosurgeries; her gross motor skills are impaired; she’s bright, but it takes her a little longer to think about some things; one of her teachers didn’t understand her and thought she was slow and uncooperative.  We had to adapt our home environment and our parenting to accommodate the uniqueness of our children.  It was a sacrifice, and our sacrifice was small compared to what some others face.
My daughter is currently a fifth-grade teacher.  When I called her to ask permission to share these things about her, she mentioned that one of the biggest challenges of her current teaching job is dealing with parents who refuse to accept responsibility for the misbehavior of their children.

Are you diligently investing the time and work needed to bring up your children in the admonition of the Lord?  If you’re not sure, perhaps it would be good to seek the advice of other more experienced parents in the church family—parents who seem to have raised their own children well and who have observed you with your children.
I have given you a lot to think about this morning.  I want to conclude with a video that shows the struggle and the commitment of one father to do whatever it takes to fulfill his foundational, God-given role as a parent.

(Show  video of “Father Love” here.
)
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