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Authority and Submission Part6 

“Don’t exasperate your kids”
Ephesians 6:4

Summary: Fathers do not exasperate, but nurture them with a thoroughly Christian upbringing. Don’t make them idols. Shepherd their hearts.
Introduction
We are studying through Ephesians and are in the midst of a section on the filling of the Spirit. When you are filled by the Spirit one of the most important marks of that will be a life of submissiveness to authority – especially in the home. Paul addresses three groups who are to be submissive – wives to husbands, children to parents and slaves to masters. And after each one he has a comment for the one in authority about how he is to behave. Last week we looked at the command for children to obey their parents, and so this week we come to v.4 where the parents are addressed.

4 Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord. 
God’s Attitude toward Children
Think for a second about how surprising that verse is in an ancient context. Worrying about the psychological sensitivities of children is definitely a modern concern, but it sticks out like a sore thumb in ancient writings. The parallel passage in Col.3:21 says Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged. 
	In Jesus’ time, you will look in vain to try to find anything written to fathers telling them to be sensitive to their children or to worry about whether they are discouraged or exasperated. Ecclesiasticus is one of the books in the Catholic Bible that we don’t accept as being Scripture. It was written less than 200 years before Christ though, so it does give us some idea about what the culture was like. In Ecclesiasticus 30 it tells fathers to frequently chastise their children (v.1), never play with them (v.9) and never laugh with them (v.10). “11 Give him not liberty in his youth, and wink not at his devices. 12 Bow down his neck while he is young, and beat his sides while he is a child” That gives you an idea of the ancient attitude. 
	Concern for the emotional sensitivities of our children is of great concern to God no matter what era He is speaking to. Because, as we saw last week, Scripture presents a very high view of children.
They are no less important than adults. Jesus had a higher regard for kids than He did for kings. When the king summoned Jesus, He said, “Tell Him I’m busy.” When the children came to Him He made time for them. Children are always presented in Scripture as a wonderful gift from God. They are a blessing.  God connected procreation with one of the most pleasurable sensations we know. Children are one of God’s more lavish and extravagant gifts to us, and so they are a treasure. Which means we should treat them accordingly…particularly fathers.
The Father’s role
Notice that even though he mentions parents in v.3, he switches to fathers in v.4. These principles apply to both parents, but they especially need to be said to fathers. There are probably at least two reasons for that:
	It is often fathers who tend to fail more in this area

Since the father is the head of the home, he has ultimate responsibility in raising the children.
In fact, that’s the standard we use to evaluate whether a man is fit for church leadership.

1 Tim.3:4,5  He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect. 5 (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God's church?)
The word manage is a strong term.  It means to be in authority and rule.  The man is the head of the home, and is responsible to lead. Obviously the wife also has a major role.  
1 Tim 5:14  I counsel younger widows to marry, to have children, to manage their homes 
That authority and responsibility to manage, however, is under that of the husband. As a man, the ultimate responsibility is yours.  If you dump it all off on your wife, you have abdicated a God-given responsibility and are negligent and delinquent before God.   One of the most foolish (and yet most common) mistakes a young woman can make is get mixed up romantically with a man who is not fit to be a spiritual leader.  Not only does it make for a bad marriage, but your kids will pay the price spiritually. So Paul directs his attention to fathers, and tells them two things: What not to do, and what we should do.

What not to do
Fathers, do not exasperate your children
Do not exasperate!
Have you ever noticed how unfamous this verse is compared to v.1? “Children obey your parents” is one of the most commonly quoted lines in the whole Bible. If you could do a search of all the books that are on the market, and you searched for that phrase, it would come up probably millions of times. But how often would the phrase “Fathers, do not exasperate your children“ come up? It would be a tiny fraction of the other number. Why do you suppose that is? It is because children are writing all the books – reminding each other of their responsibility?  No. The reason “Children obey your parents” gets so much more press than “Fathers to not exasperate your children” - is the same reason that the phrase “Wives, submit to your husbands” always seems to be heard on the lips of men. And “Husbands love your wives” seems to be a favorite verse for women. We always want to look at what the other person is supposed to be doing toward us, and we aren’t as interested in our own responsibility. That’s why when you ask your kid, “Why did you grab that toy away from that other kid” he says, “I’m helping him share.” We are always concerned about the other person’s responsibility rather than our own. Wives shouldn’t worry about the husband’s responsibility. They should worry about their own. And husbands shouldn’t worry about the wives’ responsibility, they should be concerned about their own.
Now with parents and children it is a little different, because parents do have the responsibility to teach their children to obey. But we have to very, very careful about that. If your motive for teaching your children to obey is because you love them and want them to grow up in training and instruction of the Lord, that’s great. But if you just want them to obey so your life will be more pleasant, or so you won’t be embarrassed by your kids disobeying in public, or so you can take pride in what a great parent you are - those are wrong motives. The primary message to parents in the NT is that we are not to exasperate our children. Should we still pay attention to the OT injunctions to discipline our children? Yes, and all that is implied in the rest of the verse. But the major thrust is that we do that without provoking our children to anger. In fact, in the parallel passage in Colossians, he doesn’t even add the second part about bringing them up in the training and instruction of the Lord. He just says “Don’t embitter them, or they will become discouraged.” It’s a given that you need to discipline your children. But God requires that you find a way to do it that will not embitter them and break their little spirits and push them into anger.  When we have discipline methods that provoke anger, the child might knuckle under to your rules and conform to what you want while he lives with you, but he will be discouraged and despondent. And bitterness will grow in him until his heart turns to concrete. His obedience will be mere acquiescence, and his natural, God-given desire to please you will be drained dry. They say there are 2 ways to break a wild horse. One is with the progressive use of a halter, bit, blanket, and saddle.   And the other is to take a 2X4 and just knock the horse to its knees. The second way will tame the horse, but at great cost.   You end up with a compliant but spiritless horse that will never be what it could have been. Because fear tends to have a paralyzing effect.  Remember the servant who was rebuked in Mt.25 because he didn’t make use of his talent – instead he just buried it?  Do you remember why he didn’t put it to work for his master?

Mt 25:24-25 `Master,' he said, `I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed. 25So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground.

If your child begins to see you as a hard master – unfair, unjust, intimidating, impossible to please – he will be compliant but so paralyzed that he will risk nothing, and will always do only the bare minimum.
Realize they are at your mercy
The order in which these commands come is dramatic.  In each case, Paul addresses the subordinate first, and tells them to be submissive. Then he addresses the one in authority.  That is very powerful if you read this as one in authority. Because by the time he gets to you, he just got done putting someone completely at your mercy. Then he calls you to be merciful.  That should have an effect on your heart. If you are in authority, God calls those under you, unequivocally, to be submissive and respectful. Those poor people are at your mercy. That should make you want to be merciful. And it should remind you that your authority is not for your benefit. Your authority is for their benefit. It’s not for your gratification and good, it’s for theirs. Your authority over them was given to you by God as a gift to them. Make sure that’s what it is. Make sure your authority over your kids (or anyone you are in authority over) is a gift to them (rather than a curse).
Provoking sin is sin
And not only that. There’s another factor to consider as well. When a father does something to provoke his child to anger, he is not only sinning, but he is motivating his child to sin!  That is very serious.  In Mt.18 Jesus said you would be better off dead than to do that to a child.

Matt 18:6 if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea. 

If you yell at your children, or you are rude to them…If you treat them unfairly…If you are inconsistent with your discipline…Or you’re just unkind in the way you speak to them…Whatever it is – if you are doing something that is provoking anger in that little heart, God is going to be so angry about that, you’d be better off than to keep that up.
****************
So Paul says, “Wives submit, but husbands, do not abuse your authority.” And now he says, “Children submit, but parents, do not abuse your authority.” So provoking your children to anger is what you’re not supposed to do…Then he tells us what we are to do.

What to do  
Bring them up (nurture them)
instead (of being harsh) bring them up

This is the same word used back in 5:29 about how we naturally treat our bodies. It’s the idea of tender care and nurture – the way Christ cares for the Church and the way men are to love their wives. Nurture them. This is an important term, but it’s not the main focus of the verse.
In the Lord
The main point is in what follows:
Bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord. 

The most important words in that sentence are the last three. Just like the most important words last week were the words “in the Lord,” the most important words here are “of the Lord.” The main point for kids isn’t just that they obey, but that they obey as part of their commitment to the Lord. And the main point for parents isn’t just that they raise their kids with training and instruction…Every parent uses training and instruction. The point is that it is the training and instruction of the Lord. That means the Lord Jesus Christ is the focus and object of the training. Your training and instruction must be thoroughly Christian. 
The training and instruction of the Lord is very different from the training and instruction of the world. The world trains and instructs their children with a variety of motives. Some of them just want to make their kids the least amount of trouble possible. Others train and instruct their kids with the goal of enabling them to get the things this world has to offer – money, things, a good job, recreation, and everything else that is part of temporal happiness. But as Christians we have a completely different approach. Our main concern is to bring them up in the Lord.
No spiritual grandchildren
This is crucial, because God doesn’t have any spiritual grandchildren. No one is a Christian just because his parents are Christians. Nowhere is that more painfully obvious than in Jdg.2:6-11, which is one of the most frightening passages in the whole Bible. It’s the story of that first generation of Israelites who entered the Promised Land. And vv.6,7 talk about the fact that that entire generation spent their lives serving the LORD. It was a godly generation. The astonishing part comes in v.10.
After that whole generation had been gathered to their fathers, another generation grew up, who knew neither the LORD nor what he had done for Israel. 11Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD and served the Baals. 
The entire nation went from serving God throughout their lives to doing evil and worshipping idols in a single generation! That new generation was influenced more by their environment than by their parents.  And everything that had been gained by the experience in the desert was lost in one generation. Isn’t that a terrifying thought? This issue of raising godly children is one that we must not neglect. Godly offspring is one of the main purposes of marriage in the fist place. In Malachi 2, when Malachi is giving an argument why the people shouldn’t divorce their wives and marry unbelievers, he says…
Mal 2:15 Has not [the LORD] made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. The Hebrew is extremely difficult. Literally it reads: “and not one has done and a remnant of the spirit to him. And why one? To seek offspring of God.” So it’s really hard to know for sure exactly what Malachi is saying. But one thing that’s very clear is he is making an argument why they shouldn’t divorce their wives and marry pagans. And that reason has something to do with godly offspring.
	One major purpose of marriage is godly children. And that does not happen automatically. It only happens through the training and instruction of the Lord - training and instruction that has the Lord as its object and focus.
Don’t Fear your Children
Parenting with God as the focus is very different from parenting with your child as the focus. One of the most common mistakes parents make is they make their children the focus, and end up turning their children into idols. Parents are so afraid that their kids will not like them or that they will rebel, that they just quit parenting. And they just sort of turn in to one of those pathetic people who is so desperate to keep a friend that they just become a doormat and do everything they can to avoid losing their friendship. You are not doing your child any favors by making him an idol. And you are not doing your child any favors by abdicating your parenting role so you can be your child’s lap dog. If you’re afraid they are going to rebel, the worst thing you can do is cater to the very sin you so fear. If your afraid they will rebel, why would you act in a way that encourages rebellion? Knuckling under to all their desires isn’t going to transform their rebellious hearts to suddenly become godly and submissive. If your child is flirting with rebellion the best thing you can do is become even more resolved to pursue biblical parenting. And as long as they live under your roof, it is not unreasonable for you to have house rules.
	That goes for anyone in your house – even if it’s not your child. If our house burned down and Tracy and I had to move in with Tommy and Helen, we would happily follow any house rule they had. Tommy would be the boss. And he’s not even my father! And it’s not unreasonable for one of those house rules to be church attendance.  Sometimes people think, “If he doesn’t want to go to church, if I force him, all that will do is turn him off to Christianity.” What kind of logic is that? Being exposed to the Gospel will turn him off, but staying home and playing X-box will make him fall to his knees in repentance? People are so concerned that taking their children to church will turn them off. But they never seem to consider the possibility that perhaps staying home will turn them off to church even more! Faith comes through hearing the Gospel.
	When I was a kid, I didn’t like going to church one bit. But unless I was really sick, skipping church or Sunday school wasn’t even close to being an option.  We went every week, and that’s just the way it was. When I was in high school, if I told my mom that nothing important was happing that day, I didn’t have to go to school. But I don’t think it ever entered my mind to even ask if I could stay home from church – even though our church had no youth program and no youth, and I didn’t like it. Did that turn me off to church? Hardly! Just the opposite. When I went to college one thing I noticed is that it was incredibly hard for most of the students (even the committed Christians) to discipline themselves to get up on Sunday morning and go to church. For me it was the easiest thing in the world – thanks to my parents. It was a pattern in my life. It didn’t take any discipline at all. Those other students had to make a decision every Sunday morning about church. For me it wasn’t a decision. It was just part of my life. Don’t be afraid of your kids. Don’t turn their love for you into an idol. 
	It’s ironic that parents will turn their child’s love into an idol, and then they will sacrifice that very child on the altar of that idol! Jesus called you to take up your cross and follow Him. He requires that you follow Him no matter what the cost – even if it costs you your kids’ love. If you are not willing to risk losing their love to do what is right, your children have become an idol. 
	Not all idols are little statues that you consciously worship. Ez.14 talks about idols of the heart. (vv.4,7). The way you can tell if something that is precious to you has become an idol is if you will 
	sin to get it, or

sin to keep from losing it, or
sin if you don’t get it.
If you desire that your children listen to you, that’s good. But if you fall into sinful anger when they don’t listen to you, their listening to you has become an idol. If you desire that your kids get good grades, that’s great. But if you have a sinful response when they don’t, that’s become an idol. And if you want your kids to be happy, that’s wonderful. But if you are willing to withhold biblical discipline in order to make them feel happy, their happiness feelings have become an idol for you. If you want your kids to do something they should do, fine. But if you’re willing to beat them, or bribe them to do it, their doing what you want has become an idol. So all that to say, don’t make your children the focal point of your discipline. Bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord. The Lord must be the focal point. That means discipline, in the Christian home, is spiritual.  When you give a punishment or reward or instruction or encouragement or any other form of parenting, the purpose is to achieve a spiritual goal – between your child and the Lord. And if that’s the case then all your training and instruction will be directed at the child’s heart - Because it is with the heart that a child interacts with God.
Shepherding the heart
Your main focus is not just going to be their behavior. You will be concerned with their behavior only inasmuch as it indicates what is in their heart. It is out of the heart that sin comes, and it is with the heart that we believe and love the Lord. The only thing that matters eternally in your child’s heart, and so that should be the central focus of all your discipline and teaching. The best book I know of on how to apply these principles in raising children is “Shepherding a child’s heart” by Ted Tripp.  And if you can understand the title, I’m not sure you even need to read the book. All our discipline should be directed toward the child’s heart. When you spank, it’s not to control behavior, but to shepherd the heart. When you scold, or reprove, or praise, or give a reward, or offer advice, or withhold a privilege - none of that should be for the purpose of simply manipulating behavior. It should always be to address the heart. And when you take that approach, it helps with consistency. 
	Most parents discipline according to the results of what a child does, rather than what’s in his heart. If he has some sin, but no serious problem results, he doesn’t get punished. But if there is some bad result, he gets in big trouble. What that teaches the child is there is no telling when he will get in trouble, because children don’t have the foresight to know about the results of their actions. It also teaches them that the sin itself doesn’t really matter. Suppose your little toddler starts to wander toward the room where you have your computer, and you say, “Don’t go in there.” And he goes in anyway, looks around for a minute, then comes right back out without touching anything. And you are in the middle of something, you don’t feel like dealing with it, so when you see he comes right back out you say, “No harm done,” and continue with what you were doing. Now imagine another time the same thing happens, except this time he dumps a gallon of orange juice all over your $3000 laptop. And so this time he gets punished. What does that teach the child? It teaches him that rebellion, disobedience and defying your authority are no big deal. But costing you money is a big deal. Rebellious attitudes don’t matter much. Annoying mom or dad really matters.
Early Training
People ask all the time, “At what age should I begin discipline?” The answer: at whatever age your child is capable of love and rebellion. If your child is capable of love, you do all you can to foster that love. If your child is capable of a rebellious attitude, you use discipline to eliminate that deadly disease from his little heart before it does serious damage. Every child is born with a rebellious heart, and the longer you wait to excise that from his heart, the more painful it will be for the child. So do it early. Rebellious attitudes start at a very young age.
Pr 22:6 Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it. 
lit: Train a child in the mouth of his way… It could be “according to the mouth of his way” (the outset of his life?) or “according to his way.” I don’t see how personalizing your training to a child’s temperament has anything to do with the longevity of his commitment.  It seems more likely to me that the emphasis is on the earliness of the training.   In fact, the word “train” means “dedicate” or “inaugurate” every other time it is used in Scripture.
	The point is to start early on.  Even before they can understand spiritual principles, they are establishing a pattern of behavior. And if you let them establish a wrong pattern of behavior, by the time the child is old enough to understand the principles that govern the heart, he has a painful, uphill battle trying to break bad habits. How early should you start? However early your child is capable of defiance – which is long before that little one can talk.   A little baby can show a defiant, angry attitude by arching his back and struggling when you are trying to hold him. According to 2 Tim.3 Lois started early with Timothy.
2Ti.3:14-15 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, 15and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures… 
	A child can understand “no” at a very early age.   And when he first starts to get the idea, the first thing he will do is test it. He reaches for something while looking at you, and you say, “No” and put his hand back. If he  reaches again he’s exploring boundaries of your authority. And whenever he does that it’s essential that he learn that defying your authority is an absolute futile effort – it will never pay off.  Children are desperate to find out, "Are you in charge or am I?"   If the answer comes back, "the child is" it leaves them in a horribly insecure environment.   Children need the security of knowing you are in control.  When there is a battle of will, you must win decisively.  Begin in infancy, and apply firm, consistent discipline when they are rebellious, and there is a good chance that after age 6 or so you will never have to spank again, and rarely if ever have to punish again. But if you wait, and let the child have his own way, you will create a monster that will be impossible to control as an adolescent.  And then very often it’s too late.  
Training and instruction
OK, so now that we’ve established that the most important concept about the training and instruction is that it is the training and instruction of the Lord. Let’s think through those concepts of training and instruction. Training has to do with what you do, and instruction has to do with what you say. Training is when you give rewards and punishments. Instruction is when you teach. Both of those are important. Training and physical discipline without the teaching will produce a well-behaved child who will go astray when he gets older. And instruction without discipline will result in a child who will find himself wanting to do what is right but completely unable to do so. So both are crucial. When they are younger training is more of a factor, and the older they get, the more instruction becomes dominant.  And both of them – both your actions and your words – should utilize both positive and negative reinforcement.  Just like God does with us – He punishes our sin and rewards our righteousness.  But again, that can be misused. Don’t use positive and negative reinforcement simply to manipulate behavior. Use it to train the child’s heart.
Positive Reinforcement 
First let’s talk about positive reinforcement. Not only do we owe our kids physical discipline when they do wrong, but we should also be just as quick to take action to reward good behavior.  Positive reinforcement has a tremendous effect on human behavior. As soon as I mention the word “reward,” I realize there are some red flags that go up.   Because most parents understand it is poor parenting when you try to bribe your kids to do good. So what is the difference between bribing and legitimate reward? The answer is bribing is when you offer a treat to your child get him to stop doing something bad. Reward is when you offer a treat to start doing something good. Rewarding reinforces good behavior, and bribing reinforces bad behavior.   If you tell you child, “Eat your peas,” and he says, “No!” and you say, “If you eat them, I’ll give you a treat” – you have just encouraged terrible behavior.  You have just taught your child that the way to get offered a treat is to respond with defiance and disrespect.  That is one of the cruelest forms of child abuse – to actually train your child to be disobedient. If you give your child what he wants to get him to stop screaming, you’re training him to scream. 
	One thing Tracy and I resolved when our kids were little is that they would never ever get what they want by throwing a fit or screaming or any other sin. Because we didn’t want to train them to sin. We didn’t want to cultivate and encourage and nurture sin in their little hearts. When our children ever did anything like that, not only would they not get what they wanted, but they would immediately lose something else. If we were going to MacDonald’s, and someone started having a fit about not getting a happy meal, not only would they not get the happy meal, but we wouldn’t go to MacDonald’s at all. Anytime they complained or whined or fell to the ground, or were disrespectful, even for a moment, there was absolutely zero chance they would get what they wanted. And that was hard to do a lot of times, because many times I really wanted to give them the thing they wanted, and would have if they had had a good attitude. But it was worth it, because they learned very fast. It didn’t take many episodes like that for them to learn. I don’t remember any of them throwing a fit beyond about 1 year old. It’s your duty as a parent to make sure bad behavior never pays off. 
	On the other hand, you should make righteousness pay off as much as possible. You see one of your kids go out of her way to include a kid who is being left out - Pull her aside that evening and say, “I saw what you did.  That’s outstanding.  I’m going to take you out for a milkshake.” That reinforces good behavior. Sometimes something like that can have ten times the impact of a punishment for not including the kid. There are parents who will offer their kids money and privileges and all kinds of wonderful things if they get good grades. But they never reward things like humility or love or patience or meekness. It doesn’t matter what you tell your kids is most important. The things you get excited about are the things they will regard as important. So positive reinforcement is an important part of what the phrase training…of the Lord means. And so is negative reinforcement. And that’s where we’ll pick it up next time. We’ll talk about what Scripture says about punishment…
	what type of punishment is best

when corporal punishment becomes abusive
the psychological effects, etc.
And next time we’ll also discuss how to counsel your older children. The older they get, the less you use punishment and reward, and the more you address wrong behavior with counseling from Scripture.

Benediction: Th.5:23 May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 24 The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.

Review Questions:
1. What is unusual about the command not to exasperate your children? The ancient world was not concerned about the psychological sensitivities of the child.

2. What does “of the Lord’ mean?
It means the Lord is the focus of the discipline.


