God’s Blueprint for the Home #8

“A Plan for Parenthood (part 2)”

2 Timothy 3:16-17

Remember the tightrope walker?


They’re not as popular as they were years ago.  I recall as a young person watching those acrobats balancing themselves on that thin cable with a long pole.  I never understood how that pole helped them, but they always seemed to have one.  Then I remember watching on television 73-year-old Karl Wallenda—founder of the Flying Wallendas—try to cross two buildings in San Juan, Puerto Rico.  In strong winds he approached the halfway point on the wire, stopped, tried to regain his balance, then fell to his death 120 feet below.


Maybe that’s why we don’t see tightrope walkers so much anymore!


I mention that because I feel a bit like a tightrope walker as I approach the subject of this morning’s message.  Whenever the topic of raising children is mentioned—particularly dealing with discipline—it is easy to lose one’s balance to one extreme or the other.  Like the tightrope walker using the pole, we need to keep a balance if we want to raise children the way God has designed.


Last week I proposed a four-part plan for parenthood, based on the four actions of Scripture listed in 2 Timothy 3:16-17,

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 


Previously we consider the ideas of “teaching” and “training,” noting the balance of information and knowledge with the practical, hands-on training of life skills.  This morning, we will examine the two thoughts of “rebuking” and “correcting,” seeing how these two contrasting concepts help us stay balanced with our children.

Rebuking


The third component of this four-part plan for parenthood is called rebuking.  We read of this in Proverbs 3:11-12, “My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline and do not resent his rebuke, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he delights in.”  Notice that the word “rebuke” is closely related to the word “discipline.”  Also note that our Heavenly Father rebukes and disciplines His children, and He expects us to do the same.


Hebrews 12:5-6 quotes this passage, then adds in verses 7-11,

Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! 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. 


In our society, though, many people do despise discipline.  We might expect the recipients of discipline to respond this way, but even parents fall into this category.  Not only that, but a growing number of Christian parents are buying into the world’s philosophy that disciplining children is somehow barbaric, cruel, and unnecessary.  If we are serious about building our families according to God’s blueprint, we must take Hiw Word seriously.


Put in simple terms, rebuking means to say, “No, that’s not right.”  Rebuking is the negative “side” of the discipline “coin.”  (Correcting, we will see in a moment, is the positive “other side of the coin.”)  I think it is important to distinguish telling a child, “What you are doing is wrong” from telling him or her, “You are bad.”  The first focuses on the inappropriate action; the second targets the child personally.

Proverbs 29:15 states, “The rod and rebuke give wisdom, but a child left to himself brings shame to his mother” [nkjv].  Here we see two forms of rebuking—the spoken word and “the rod.”  Both are important.  The spoken word alone will carry little if any weight with a child, but no child should ever be punished without knowing why.

“Here we go,” some might be thinking, “with that ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ stuff!”

You may be surprised to know that the phrase, “Spare the rod, spoil the child” does not appear in Scripture.  That little ditty came from the pen of Benjamin Franklin, not Solomon or Moses or Paul.  However, I think Mister Franklin may have been inspired by Proverbs 13:24, “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him.”  Those are even stronger words!  “He who spares the rod hates his son!”  Listen to the “experts” today and they will say that any parent who disciplines their children must hate them; Scripture says just the opposite.


Now before you think that the Bible (or the preacher) condones brutality and abuse, consider the words of Proverbs 23:13, “Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you punish him with the rod, he will not die.”  This proves that God is not calling parents to be brutal.  When you hear of a parent who literally beats a child to death—like the news report this last week about a four-year-old boy outside of Chicago who was beaten to death by his mother’s boyfriend while his mother was serving in Iraq—that should not be confused with biblical rebuke.  That is abuse; that is brutality and sickness; that is not proper discipline.


How can you tell the difference?  When does punishment cross the line from discipline to abuse?  If I may simplify, it is the difference between hurt and harm.  Proper punishment will hurt, but it will never harm.  When punishment results in bruises, bleeding, or broken bones, that line has been crossed.  Abuse has occurred.


Notice, however, the very next verse.  Proverbs 23:14 states, “Punish him with the rod and save his soul from death.”  Proper discipline will not bring death to the child’s body, but the lack of proper discipline will contribute to the death of his soul.


This is echoed in Proverbs 19:18, “Discipline your son, for in that there is hope; do not be a willing party to his death.”  Rather than seeing discipline as a threat to a child’s welfare, the Bible teaches that the lack of discipline is the real threat to a child’s eternal well being.


One last verse regarding the “rod” of rebuke is found in Proverbs 22:15, “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline will drive it far from him.”  The word “folly” (also translated “foolishness” in other versions) is not speaking of childish pranks or general goofiness.  In the Old Testament era, “foolishness” was a moral deficiency.  Psalm 53:1 says, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God.’ They are corrupt, and their ways are vile; there is no one who does good.”  Foolishness is equivalent to godlessness.


Don’t discipline a child for childish irresponsibility—they really can’t help that.  Don’t rebuke them for clumsiness or accidents—that is going to happen as their bodies grow.  Reserve punishment for moral areas, such as defiance, rebellion, blatant disregard for others, or intentionally hurtful words and actions.


Why does the Bible keep referring to the “rod” of discipline?  Many scholars believe that by using this image God is recommending the use of an object when disciplining children, rather than using your hand.  That way, it is argued, the child associates the punishment with the object rather than with you personally.


Why is physical punishment necessary, anyway?  Why can’t we calmly talk to our children about right and wrong?  I discovered the answer to this question in a most unlikely place.  While studying to be a schoolteacher at a secular university, I took a class on Educational Psychology.  The professor—certainly not promoting a Christian perspective—explained that children do not develop abstract thinking until the age of 10-12 for most children.  Their thinking is concrete and sensory; if they can’t see it, hear it, or feel it, they don’t get it.  


For example, if your toddler runs out toward the street, you can talk to him until you are blue in the face, and he will continue to run toward the street.  He just doesn’t understand the concept of the danger; besides, he probably watched cartoon characters being run over by cars on television, and they bounce back for the next scene!  But if you stop him, tell him “No!” and give him a firm swat on the backside, he will associate the painful consequence with the unacceptable behavior.


I mentioned earlier that proper punishment will hurt but will never harm.  When punishment is necessary, it must be meaningful in order to be effective.  In other words, if it doesn’t hurt, it doesn’t work.  The punishment must be painful enough that the child won’t want to repeat the process again.


Take an example from our own lives.  Let’s say that you are cruising down the highway, a good ten miles per hour over the speed limit.  Out of nowhere a state patrolman appears in your rearview mirror, red and blue lights flashing.  You pull over and provide the officer with your driver’s license and proof of insurance.  He explains that you were speeding and that he is writing you a ticket.  But when you get the ticket, you discover that the fine is only five dollars.  Will that keep you from speeding?  Probably not!  But when the fine is seventy-five or a hundred dollars, we don’t want to risk being caught speeding again.


The same can be said for the parent who gives a child a light pat on the bottom.  That won’t teach a child anything, and they will probably continue in their misbehavior.

Correcting

The “other side of the coin” is called correcting.  While this term can be used in the context of punishment and saying “no,” I want to use the word to emphasize the positive.  If rebuking says, “This is wrong,” then correcting says, “This is right.”  It is an important balancing agent to keep parenting from being negative and destructive.  Any time that we prohibit our children from something, we need to always provide a positive alternative.

Proverbs 4:1-5 underscores this parental activity:

Listen, my sons, to a father’s instruction; pay attention and gain understanding.  I give you sound learning, so do not forsake my teaching.  When I was a boy in my father’s house, still tender, and an only child of my mother, he taught me and said, “Lay hold of my words with all your heart; keep my commands and you will live. Get wisdom, get understanding; do not forget my words or swerve from them.” 


Solomon speaks of his father’s “instruction.”  We don’t often think of a father instructing his children, do we?  The father is usually viewed as the disciplinarian, the “heavy” that comes down when the kiddos are out of line.


Such an approach to parenting tends to be reactive instead of proactive.  If we were to provide positive instruction ahead of time, we might avoid some of the negative situations calling for rebuking.  We need to balance the “Thou shalt nots” with “Thou shalts,” so to speak.


In the Scripture, children are addressed in two familiar passages.  In the Ten Commandments we read, “Honor your father and your mother…” (Exodus 20:12), while in Ephesians 6:1 Paul writes, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.”  The word “honor” has to do with attitude, while the word “obey” deals with action.  Both must be expected of our children.


Why is this important?  Why can’t children grow up doing what they want, saying what’s on their mind, and displaying whatever attitude they feel like?  The first reason we have seen before, children are born selfish and sinful, without self-discipline or responsibility, and they must be taught to overcome these natural hindrances.  Secondly, children must be taught to honor and obey at home because they will be expected to honor and obey at school, at work, in society, and most importantly, toward God.  It is in this last area that Proverbs kept repeating the idea of “saving his soul from death.”  We must teach our children how to relate to their earthly fathers so that they will respond to their Heavenly Father.


A good balanced approach is demonstrated in Psalms 139:23-24, the inspiration of a hymn we sang earlier in the service: “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”  The first half of verse 24 speaks of rebuking—“see if there is any offensive way in me”—and the second half speaks of correcting—“lead me in the way everlasting.”  Whenever God says “no,” He always says “yes” to something positive.  We need to do the same with our children.


When rebuking is necessary, correcting needs to be done along with it.  Consider what Paul writes in Galatians 6:1, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.”  Relate this concept to our children: When a child is caught in a sin, the ultimate goal is restoration.  It may require painful punishment, but that is not the end.  Restoring means to bring the child around to what is right.  And notice how this is done: gently.  Not harshly, not brutally, but gently.  


Another example of restoration is seen in 2 Corinthians 2:6-8.  The context of this passage deals with an erring church member who was disciplined by the congregation.  Paul then wrote to the church,

The punishment inflicted on him by the majority is sufficient for him. Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him. 


Applying this to the parent/child relationship is easy.  Once punishment has been inflicted, there needs to be forgiveness and comfort and a reaffirmation of love.  Tell the child what he did wrong, but also tell him the right way you expect in the future.  Let him know that you love him and that you forgive him of the wrong that was done.


Teaching, training, rebuking, and correcting—a fourfold plan for parenthood.  This can be a complex balancing act, but by keeping all four in harmony, we keep ourselves from the extremes of permissiveness and harshness, and giving our children the information and the skills necessary to make it as functioning adults in society.


I’d like to close with two verses from Proverbs chapter 29.  Just as we have been promoting balance between positive and negative, these two verses give us both sides of the same truth.  Proverbs 29:17 states, “Discipline your son, and he will give you peace; he will bring delight to your soul.”  Four verses later, we read in Proverbs 29:21, “If a man pampers his servant from youth, he will bring grief in the end.”  How many parents do we know that live in agony because of their unruly children?  


I am not suggesting that the plan provides guaranteed results.  As we will see in a few weeks, there are no absolute guarantees when it comes to parenthood.  But by raising our children according to God’s blueprint, we give them the best chance of being a delight instead of a disgrace.




