· Training should lovingly communicate clear expectations and the correction process to them. 
 “Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” (Hebrews 12:10-11)


Many parents don’t know their parenting goals. At best, their goals are related to money, jobs, getting married, and (at worst) staying out of jail. But Christian parents must know—and communicate clearly to their children—what they want their children to become, especially in terms of character and their spiritual life. 

What kind of goals should we have for our children? I would suggest these four as priorities: (1) A love-relationship with God; (2) Respect for authority; (3) Sensitive love for others; and (4) Wisdom that understands successful living from God’s perspective. So we will regularly tell our children “God loves you,” and “Loving God brings the greatest joy.” (It’s important not to force our children to receive God’s love or to give him love, especially as they move into their teen years. So the question, “What would Jesus do?” should be used carefully, especially if our children are not clearly his willful followers.) A


We will teach them to evaluate their actions by asking questions like, “Is it respectful?” “Is it loving?” and “Is it wise?” Each of these involve shaping both their heart (desires) and mind (beliefs)—not just their behavior—recognizing that the heart is the “wellspring of life” (Proverbs 4:23).


Two parenting extremes are common in training children: ignoring their failures (being overly accepting).and harping on their failures (being overly critical). God’s instructions for misbehaving children include a balanced approach that reflects both his holiness and his grace. 


(1) Wise Instruction. Our children need to know what is right, what is wrong, and why. They especially need to know that these goals are for their good, which means we must explain why our rules (and God’s!) are so beneficial to them and to others. This can be challenging at times. I remember my sons questioning our house rule about not wearing hats at the dinner table. In the ensuing discussion, I had no other arguments than “that’s the way I was raised and it’s the way I like to be shown respect”—not particularly attractive arguments for a youth! I could have played my “father” card and insisted on my way as a matter of principle, but eventually (it took me awhile) I chose to play the “humble servant of Jesus” card and I yielded to their preferences. 


Our children should be clearly told what is expected of them (like “Respect your parents,” “Be loving to others,” “Be in bed by 8:30,” “Clean your room every Saturday morning before you eat”) and why it’s in their best interest (love). These expectations should be made clear at the beginning of the training process, but they will often need to be re-communicated when misbehavior occurs. 


(2) Gracious Overlooking. Part of the training and nurturing process will include “overlooking” their sin in particular instances.

“A man’s wisdom gives him patience; it is to his glory to overlook an offense.” (Proverbs 19:11)

We may see a child’s misbehavior or sin, but because of our “patience”—and so that our children experience grace from us and not just judgment—we won’t always call attention to it. (After all, we wouldn’t want all our sins pointed out to us every day!) In fact, it’s good for our children to sometimes know we see their sin yet not call them on it, assuming our faces communicate loving acceptance and not disapproval or rejection. In this way our children can actually experience grace. 


Obviously, it’s not a loving thing to overlook their repeated patterns of sin or misbehavior. But for the sake of grace, and in order to train our own heart not to be overly critical, particular instances should sometimes be overlooked. 


(3) Gentle Correction. When our children misbehave, they often need to be corrected, especially if a particular negative behavior pattern needs to be addressed consistently. But the most important word here is “gentle.” We had our kids memorize this passage with us when they were young because we all needed to be more gentle in our reactions:

“A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” (Proverbs 15:1)

When a child is caught in sin we “should restore him gently” (Galatians 6:1) and in ways that don’t frustrate them (Ephesians 6:4). Gentleness refers to the words we use, but especially to the tone of our voice. If we scold or yell or use a “harsh word,” we’re correcting without gentleness. This makes them feel unloved, which results in their hearts resisting our training, which means their behavior is even more difficult to shape.   


(4) Appropriate Consequences. When repeated use of wise instruction, gracious overlooking, and gentle correction fail to correct behavior (and if parental love has been touching their hearts, these should take care of most misbehavior) then consequences must be introduced. The next section elaborates on this training element.  
· Training should develop a clear discipline strategy of loving consequences.

Before I go any further, know this: consequences given with anger will usually not motivate a child’s heart to change. At most they may bring positive behavior change, but the damage to the spirit is often severe and far-reaching into the future. I believe there are times when controlled righteous anger can be helpful to communicate to the child how deeply a child’s misbehavior affects the parent, and when expressed lovingly and sparingly it can help bring the child to repentance. But it isn’t always easy to control, and the norm must be gentleness.


I’m ashamed of some of my own failures here as a young father. Though my parenting journal shows I was aware of my self-centeredness, I didn’t fully realize the degree of training my heart and mind needed to undergo so that I could react to my twin sons’ mischievous ways and my daughter’s emotions in a peaceful and loving manner. Today I understand more fully how child-training is even more a process of self-training for a heart satisfied in God. Angry parenting is a sign of misplaced affections—wanting joy more from my children’s response to me than from God.

The parenting guidance in this chapter flows from how God treats us, and how law and grace are balanced in his dealings with us. In light of this, it must always be our desire that our children will want to please us more out of love than out of fear. However, fear (of some negative consequences) will often be needed, especially in the earlier years. 


Thus, when the above three tools don’t produce sufficient change in our children, we’ll need to move to the stage of “Appropriate Consequences.” This will often (though not always) involve an “If ​​​​____, then ​​​​____” statement. This motivational structure is used by God with us in Deuteronomy 28:1, 15; 30:15‑20 and Matthew 6:14-15, and is appropriate for parenting as well.


(1)  Select “appropriate” consequences that will help the child towards true repentance. Consequences are not primarily designed to “punish” our children, but to train their hearts and behaviors! Whatever we choose as a consequence, it should facilitate this goal and not just give them a negative experience. We want to teach them to do “the good”—not just make them feel bad for doing “the wrong.” Here are four types of consequences to consider.


Instructional Disciplines. These are responses to misbehavior that usually don’t come in an “If/then” warning form but are used immediately after a misbehavior. If delivered in an angry tone, they can feel like spontaneous punishments, but if delivered in gentleness and love, they can be an effective training tool. For example, after a child repeatedly speaks disrespectfully to you, you can tell them to write a positive statement on paper ten times like, “I will speak respectfully to my parents because a submissive spirit is valuable to God and my life.”  

A positive “time out” is another option. (This has been developed by my friends Scott Turansky and Joanne Miller in their book Home Improvement, where they call it “take a break.”
) It’s like a normal “time out” with two major exceptions: (1) The child is sent to an isolated place but may leave when they are repentant. (2) They must return to the parent after this self-reflection and repentance, stating three things: What they did wrong, why it was wrong and what they will seek to do next time. Initially they will probably not know some of these answers (especially the “why”) but you as a parent will teach them and when they can say it back to you, they’re done! These teach a positive conclusion which is helpful for training them (wise instruction) and the whole process clearly communicates your love to them. 


Rewards. This is a pre-warned “If/then” statement about the positive behavior we want to see and it rewards children for it. (God uses with us—for example he promises it will “go well with us” if we honor our parents.) The benefits of this are that it trains our children to actually do what we desire (“If you go to bed when you’re told without complaining for one straight week, then we’ll buy your favorite dessert”), it’s a positive experience for all, and it shows the child she can do it! The danger is that if it’s used too much, the child isn’t learning to do the good for the value of the good, or out of respect for the parents. But used sparingly, it can be a helpful training tool.


Negative Experiences. “If you aren’t in your bed in 5 minutes, there will be no computer games tomorrow.” “If you fail to turn in your math homework again, you’ll be grounded for the following two weekends.” Key here is “appropriate” consequences. Possibilities include withholding desired things (privileges, play, TV, computer, phone, special food, etc.) as well as inflicting undesired things (early to bed, extra chore, etc.). Equally important is gentleness in both the warning and the carrying out of these experiences.


An “Ultimate” Consequence. Most behaviors can be significantly modified with wise instruction, gentle correction and the varied consequences outlined above, if surrounded by love. But if a defiant, rebellious spirit persists, the parent needs something that is used as an ultimate threat—something that hopefully they don’t have to use very often, but is used occasionally and brings enough fear into a child that they will conform at the mere mention of it.  


Each parent must determine what this is for each child at each level of development, and it’s wise to find the threat that is the least violent (for the child’s sake and yours!) If you find that you must use spanking as that threat, I would suggest one firm stroke with a flat object (a ping pong paddle works fine) in such a way that pain is significantly inflicted. Comfort them if there is a repentant spirit, otherwise leave them alone until they are ready to receive your love. 


I had the privilege of helping a frazzled mother in our church gain control over her defiant three year old recently and it was through the loving training process outlined above. Today she is in control, her child respects her, and love is clear between them.


Two final words about selecting the right consequence. First, it’s often a good idea to run them by your kids to see if they think they’re reasonable. This doesn’t mean they have veto power over you, but it does mean you are seeking to enlist their participation in this process, and the more your children participate in the process of their change, the more they will accept it! When you invite your child into the process of identifying expectations and consequences, you are inviting your child into wisdom and feeling respected. One more things: if you realize you gave an inappropriate or too harsh consequence, be humble enough to undo it! God and your kids will honor you for it!

(2) Explain the consequences in advance, allowing them the opportunity to change. 

This is another commonly violated biblical child-raising principle. Think about it: would you like surprise punishments without warnings sprung on you? Surprise punishments are usually more emotion than wise, and they usually aren’t constructive. And, they can make for bitter children. 


So when you feel you need more than repeated wise instruction and gentle correction, give them a chance to change—with a gentle “If/then” statement. If they heed it, it’s a win/win situation. You get the behavior you want (and hopefully they want) and they get to avoid the consequence!   


(3) Negative consequences must be followed‑through consistently. 

Children benefit from (and appreciate) consistency. Be careful not to train your children to respond to you only after the 3rd, 4th, etc. times, or only to a raised voice! Use the “If you…then…” statement wisely, then consistently follow through if they don’t correct their behavior. And do it with gentleness and love! (Appendix F is a “Parenting Self-Evaluation” to help you look evaluate your parenting style.) 
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