
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2009 Nathaniel R. Carter 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

Children and Parents 

 

No. 29 Ephesians 6:1-4 August 30, 2009 

Series: Ephesians  Nathan Carter 

 

Text 
Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 

2 
"Honor your father and mother"-- which is the 

first commandment with a promise-- 
3 
"that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the 

earth." 
4 
Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of 

the Lord. 

 

Introduction 
 Last week we looked at wives and husbands.  This week Paul addresses children 

and parents.  Now if you look at our church you’ll notice that only about half (maybe a 

little less) are married.  Another thing you probably notice is that only a handful of 

people here have kids.  So is this just for a few of us? 

 Well, just like I said at the outset of last week’s sermon on marriage, even though 

not everybody has children and some may find it a touchy subject because they want to 

but aren’t able, I hope and pray that we can all still agree that families are a good thing, 

an important thing – “Children are a gift of the Lord” (Ps. 127:3, NASB).  And so both 

marriage and family are upheld and cherished. 

 And I won’t hide my intentions.  My desire is to see Immanuel grow to become a 

place crawling with kids.  It’s not good for a church to be just a bunch of mostly single 

twenty-somethings; there’s something of the richness of diversity and so many learning 

opportunities missed when that’s the case. 

 But we’re a city church.  The city is the place to be in your twenties while you 

live it up.  For many young, hip, city-dwellers children are viewed on the same level as 

the Bubonic plague.  They get in the way of partying or careers.  And when people finally 

do settle down and start having kids they think that means it’s time to move to the 

comfortable suburbs.  It makes a lot of sense why many churches would just reflect the 

prevailing demographic of the city; why some would say having a church in the center-

city with families is an unrealistic goal. 

 But that doesn’t dissuade me from trying.  It’s not that choosing to not have kids 

is always wrong or that heading for the suburbs is always a sin, but in many instances 

these things are; it’s just part of the way the world thinks and operates in the city.  And as 

we’ve been seeing in Ephesians, the church should not be just like the world.  It shouldn’t 

be a thermometer; it should be a thermostat.  We should be bucking those trends of self-

centeredness, of merely using the city.  If we really are serious about reaching Chicago 
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with the gospel, it’s not going to happen by being a perpetual revolving door of young 

adults.  We need people who will “build houses [in the city] and settle down; plant 

gardens and eat what they produce.  Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for 

[their] sons and give [their] daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and 

daughters…” (Jer. 29:6).  That will be key to reaching our city; and as we say all the 

time, reaching the cities is the key in the advancement of the gospel. 

 So, how are we going to be a church for families?  Start all kinds of amazing kids’ 

ministries?  Have a place for kids to go to during services?  Hire a youth pastor and start 

a youth group?  Actually, no.  The answer is found in the verses before us today.  Last 

week we spoke of the normative institution of marriage.  This week the text speaks of the 

normative means for having and raising children – men and women getting married and 

making babies.  But it’s more than just that.  What we’re going to see this morning is just 

this: families are for fostering faith in Christ. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Children 

 Paul starts off by addressing children.  Now think about that for a moment.  Paul 

addressed children.  We may just breeze right through this and not even think of the 

implications. 

Imagine a church in or around Ephesus, gathered on the Lord’s Day (Sunday), 

singing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs and then settling in to hear one of the elders 

read from the OT and give the apostle’s interpretation and apply it to the people.  But this 

week they actually have a new letter from the apostle Paul, so they pay especially close 

attention. 

 They listen as the unfathomable grace of God in Christ is unfolded before them 

again: predestination before time, redemption in the fullness of time…; they’re reminded 

of their salvation in the course of time; they’re exhorted to spiritual growth over time; 

they’re told of the greatest power of all time.  Grace is unpacked for them.  They’re told 

how that grace has brought them into a new humanity – this community that surrounds 

them. 

 Then they hear Paul transition to a discussion of what their lives should look like 

now in light of this magnificent mercy – unity, using their spiritual gifts, having hard 

conversations, anger, work, words, love, sex, light vs. darkness, time, decisions, alcohol, 

marriage…  And now Paul says, “Children, obey your parents…”  Paul expects that the 

kids are present in the congregation and they’ve been listening along thus far and now he 

talks specifically to them.  Conclusion: kids should be with adults in worship services! 

 Commentator P.T. O’Brien states it this way, “It is obvious from these 

exhortations that the apostle thinks of local congregations as consisting of whole families 

who come together not only to praise God but also to hear his word addressed to them.”
1
  

In the Bible (and throughout the vast majority of church history), when the people of God 

were assembled together in the Lord’s presence, the children were included. 

Deuteronomy 31:12-13 – “Assemble the people – men, women and children, and 

the aliens living in your towns – so they can listen and learn to fear the Lord your God 

and follow carefully all the words of this law.  Their children, who do not know this law, 

must hear it and learn to fear the Lord your God as long as you live in the land you are 
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crossing the Jordan to possess.”  Joshua 8:35 – “There was not a word of all that Moses 

commanded that Joshua did not read before all the assembly of Israel, and the women, 

and the little ones, and the sojourners who lived among them” (ESV).  Think about this: 

the church has gotten along just fine for millennia without children’s church where all the 

kids are segregated from their parents and separated from the regular worship service to 

consume age-specific religious entertainment.  This phenomenon has only started to 

appear in the last century or so.  And with all the specialized youth ministry the we have 

to offer nowadays, we marvel at the stats which show that huge percentages of kids raised 

in the church leave sometime by the end of college.  It’s largely because they were never 

really raised in the church! 

Paul expected children to be present and addresses them, not with a puppet show 

or magic trick, but straightforward admonitions.  “But kids don’t get it!”  Perhaps not.  

But they do get more than we give them credit for.  They get that this is important to their 

parents.  They get that God is real to those who are fervently worshipping around them.  

They’re observing.  They get that you bow your head in reverence when you pray, that 

you lift your hands in praise as you sing, that you listen attentively to his word.  It’s 

soaking in through repetition over years. 

I sat in the service every Sunday from the day I was born.  When I was really little 

I had a bag of church toys – soft books and stuff that I could play with quietly.  My 

grandma would tickle my face.  I and other kids would time how long Pastor Brooks’ 

prayers were.  I sang a few solos before my voice started to change and all the older 

people would affirm me and thank me.  I don’t remember anything from any of the 

sermons until I was about 13 or so and that was Pastor Brooks telling some kind of story 

of looking out his window and seeing a rabbit in his yard.  But the songs were being 

burned into the back of my brain so that later on in life at times when I needed words to 

express my needs or my feelings I had those at my disposal.  I was gaining a vocabulary 

for faith, a familiarity with the Bible, a sense of the sacred… all things that God used in 

due time to awaken me to his reality, my deficiency, Christ’s sufficiency, and a 

relationship with him.  This is how it’s been done down through the ages. 

Here at Immanuel we offer a nursery for kids up to age 5.  It’s staffed with people 

that give up being in the service once every couple months or so so that parents of little 

kids can be a bit less distracted during the service.  It’s a matter of hospitality to visitors 

who may expect something like that.  But our hope is that even before age 5 parents are 

working with their kids to segue them into sitting through the whole service.  Right now 

we try to have Lucy and Mary with us during the singing and then go back during the 

sermon.  But pretty soon I think Lucy could start sitting out here.  She sat through a 

wedding on Friday pretty well. 

For kids ages 6-12 we have a Sunday school that goes from 10:00 – 10:30 before 

the service staffed by a rotation adults and they do a little Bible Study on the text that’s 

going to preached from that day.  I usually write up some questions that get them digging 

into the Bible, familiarizing them with the main point, so that they can better follow 

along with what I’m saying from the pulpit.  Our goal here is for maybe .1 or .2 percent 

of the sermon to stick when their six, 1 or 2 percent when their 10, 3 or 4 percent when 

they’re 13.  Generally around ages 15-16 kids capacity for processing and making their 

faith their own just skyrockets and our hope is that highschoolers could be walking with 

the Lord and involved in regular small groups in the church.  Sure they need peer 
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relationships, but those aren’t generally hard to find.  But it’s also huge for teenager to 

hang with college students and twenty somethings who are so cool in their eyes and who 

love Jesus.  It’s also important for them to rub shoulders with older people with life 

wisdom. 

Those of us who are adults, for our community to be integrated like this, need to 

be okay with kids crying in the service, a certain amount of distractions.  We also need to 

take part ownership in the kids that are in the church.  Befriending them, showing 

interest, encouraging, working in the nursery and teaching Sunday school and developing 

relationships in small groups. 

Those of you who are children, Paul says that the Lord’s desire for you is that you 

obey your parents.  This isn’t just Paul’s thing.  This is just right – natural law dictates 

that such an order exists.  Every other culture has had some form of this built into it.  But 

more importantly, God’s law dictates that kids should obey their parents.  The fifth 

commandment of the Ten Commandments says, “Honor your father and mother.”  This is 

serious.  One of the marks the Bible cites of a depraved culture is one where children 

disobey their parents (Rom. 1:28-30, 1Tim. 3:1-2). 

 Paul points out that this is the first of the Ten Commandments to carry along with 

it a distinct promise.  In the OT it’s that you may live long in the land – the Promised 

Land of Israel.  Here Paul interestingly universalizes that to “long life on the earth,” 

because the exact situation in salvation history has changed, but the principle has not.  

Learning while you’re young to respect and submit to authority, to heed instruction, to 

accept punishment… all these things are fundamental to life.  Proverbs 4:10 – “Listen, 

my son, accept what I say, and the years of your life will be many.”  Proverbs 30:17 – 

“The eye that mocks a father, that scorns obedience to a mother, will be pecked out by 

the ravens of the valley, will be eaten by the vultures.” 

 This is what you’re supposed to get out of childhood, the years from 0 – 18 when 

you’re under your parent’s roof.  You’re supposed to learn that you don’t set the rules.  

You’re supposed to learn that God is an authority.  You’re supposed to learn that wisdom 

is found in humility and submission.  You’re supposed learn respect, discipline… 

 By the way, notice that it’s a different word than was used in the discussion on 

how wives relate to husbands – ‘obey’ rather than ‘submit’.  The parent gives orders, 

forbids certain actions, set’s the ground rules and as a child you are supposed to obey – 

right away, all the way, with a happy heart.  Again, not if you’re told to do something 

sinful.  But the general principle is to have a reflex of obedience, not defiance. 

 What about grown children?  Paul here is clearly talking about children old 

enough to understand their responsibilities before the Lord, yet young enough to still be 

under the training and instruction of their parents, still being raised.  But Jesus in Mark 

7:9-13 says that the fifth commandment applies still to adult kids.  Not in the same way.  

The time of discipline and instruction has in many ways passed.  Honor, now takes the 

form of respect, expressing appreciation, and caring for your parents.  The people Jesus is 

talking to had “let go of the commands of God and [were] holding on to the traditions of 

men” (Mk. 7:8).  They had concocted a sneaky way of getting out of financially 

supporting their aged parents.  And Jesus said that was a violation of the fifth 

commandment.  It’s not right to consider your children your retirement (in fact, you 

should be trying to give them an inheritance), but it’s also not good for children to 
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neglect and avoid caring for their parents in their old age and shove them off on a nursing 

home. 

 What about parents who are not Christians?  This is tricky.  This passage is 

assuming that the parents are believers seeking to give godly instruction.  What if that’s 

not the case?  Well, if you’re still in their home you obey whenever you can.  If you’re 

grown up you honor and respect them, but we must realize that Jesus said, “Do not 

suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.  I did not come to bring peace, but a 

sword.  For I have come to turn ‘a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, 

a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law – a man’s enemies will be the members of 

his own household.’  Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy 

of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me” (Mt. 

10:34-37). 

I always counsel people that the most loving thing you can do for your parents is 

love God more.  Sometimes the most honoring thing you can do is to live your life for the 

Lord in front of your parents, even if it means respectfully going against their wishes.  

I’m thinking for example of some friends who had a passion for Serbian people and 

sensed a call to plant churches in the Balkans.  The wife’s parents were against them 

moving overseas and it was a struggle.  But they did move and I think doing so will do 

more to point her parents to Christ than staying put.  Grown children that honor and 

respect their parents even when it means going against their wishes is a way that they can 

foster faith in Christ in their parents. 

 

Fathers 

 But what Paul has in mind here is Christian parents and young children and 

families fostering faith in Christ in the kids.  That’s not to say that such an experience 

of parenting doesn’t further the faith of believing parents.  The spiritual parables are 

endless – the miracle of birth, unconditional love, the unimaginable agony of the 

alienation of Christ on the Cross, and I could go on and on…  The Spirit no doubt uses 

parenthood to fill our minds with the things of Christ.  But after giving the duties of 

children to parents, Paul now tells of the responsibilities of parents to children. 

 Well, actually look at what the text says: v. 4 – “Fathers…”  Some say it’s a stand 

in for fathers and mothers, just like sometimes the Bible says brothers when it clearly 

means brothers and sisters.  But that’s not the case here.  Paul just used a word for parents 

in v. 1.  There it is clear that a child owes obedience to both mom and dad and it is 

implied that both mom and dad are wielding authority and giving direction and guidance 

and instruction.  Proverbs 1:8 says, “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do 

not forsake your mother’s teaching.”  Moms play key roles. 

 But Paul hones in here specifically on fathers on purpose.  Fathers have special 

responsibility because as we saw last week they are the head, not just of the wife, but 

consequently also of the family.  So as I said last week, if God had a problem with 

something going on in with your kids he would come and ring the doorbell and ask for 

the man of the house.  Men: fathers bear the final responsibility for what goes on in the 

home.  This Victorian Mother idea that child rearing and religious inculcation is best left 

to the women or even the chauvinistic idea that women are just supposed to take care of 

the kids is not found in the Bible.  Dads have the primary responsibility for overseeing 

the children (cf. Col. 3:21).  Isn’t that radical? 
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 And there’s an epidemic of fatherlessness in our society today.  40% of kids go to 

bed every night without a dad.  Almost everybody recognizes this as a problem, not just 

Christians.  The CPS recognizes it.  Bill Cosby has come in to speak before to parents of 

CPS students on one of his pet topics – the importance of fathers.  I’ve heard President 

Obama talk about it.  All kinds of social ills can easily be linked to the lack of a good, 

strong male presence in the home.  We know this. 

 But what about situations that aren’t the ideal?  God’s grace is greater, amen?  He 

has revealed himself as a “father to the fatherless” (Ps. 68:5).  He strengthens single 

moms.  He can provide surrogate fathers through the church family – all the more reason 

why I challenge men to man up.  Look for kids in the neighborhood that you can take 

under your wing.  Consider adoption.  The need is dire.  We’re looking for more than a 

few good men.  So I want to challenge the boys among us to become the kind of men that 

can become fathers to those younger and that can be good husbands and dads to their 

potential future wives and kids.  So listen up and take notes now.  And especially those 

few of us who have kids pay attention. 

 Fathers are important.  God expects them to take the lead in providing spiritual 

protection and direction for their families.  They are to be pastors of their home.  That’s 

what Paul’s saying.  And then Paul gives some pastoral guidance for pastor dads. 

 First, a warning.  Dads: don’t exasperate your children.  Literally: don’t provoke 

them to anger.  Just like with husbands and wives (and as we’ll see next week with 

masters and slaves) after the command to the submissive or obedient party the party 

delegated with authority is commanded to use it in service to love.  In a culture where 

fathers were often abusive and children were viewed as a nuisance or even as property, 

Paul tempers their authority.  They aren’t to be dictators. 

 What exactly is Paul prohibiting?  One scholar says: “excessively severe 

discipline, unreasonably harsh demands, abuse of authority, arbitrariness, unfairness, 

constant nagging and condemnation, subjecting a child to humiliation, and all forms of 

gross insensitivity to a child’s needs and sensibilities.”
2
  Kids will naturally be angry at 

authority.  Don’t make it any worse than necessary.  Don’t withhold tenderness and 

affection.  Don’t expect kids to just be seen and not heard.  Don’t always be barking 

orders.  These things exasperate children; push them away. 

 Something else that fathers need to beware of is idolizing their children.  You 

desperately desire your kids’ approval.  You want them to like you, think you’re cool so 

you sort of suck up to them, which doesn’t help engender their respect.  But then you also 

want them to be a certain way so that it reflects something about you which makes you 

sometimes snap and be very demanding.  And so you jump back and forth between 

laxness and harshness and it confuses the kid, exasperates him or her.  All because you’re 

putting undo pressure on the kid to give something to you that only God can give. 

 Instead, you are supposed to rest in your acceptance with God the Father through 

Jesus Christ and point your children toward that, make that kind of relationship with God 

attractive to them.  “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in 

the training and instruction of the Lord.”  Fathers are to bring up their kids, raise them, 

nurture them, care for them with the goal of equipping them to live as adults in God’s 

world.  “Like arrows in the hand of a warrior are the children of one’s youth,” says Psalm 

127.  “Blessed is the man who fills his quiver with them!” (Ps. 127:4-5; ESV).  But 

arrows are meant to be eventually shot out, launched.  Your goal, dad, is to raise kids to 
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be sharp and to be sent out from your house to impact the world, to accomplish the task 

God has for them.   

 It’s not just raising them to be emotionally adjusted and well educated so that they 

can get a good job and make lots of money.  Parents should care more for their children’s 

spiritual growth than for them getting into good schools.  “Bring them up in the training 

and instruction of the Lord.” 

 The word ‘training’ here means more specifically ‘discipline.’  Dads simply must 

discipline their kids.  Too many dads are too wimpy or too scared to enforce discipline 

with teeth.  They think it will scar the child.  But in actuality, not disciplining your kid 

will scar him worse.  You see, children aren’t born good and just need a little 

encouragement and guidance.  They are born “dead in [their] transgressions and sins” 

(2:1).  And so what they need most is not self-esteem, it’s to learn that there is an ultimate 

authority – God.  And what he says goes.  And disobeying him, violating his commands 

incurs punishment.  It’s serious.  And so a father’s job is to convey something of this to 

his child, from infancy to set up boundaries (not arbitrary boundaries, but boundaries in 

line with the well-being of the child) and punish the child when she transgresses those 

boundaries so that she has a framework for understanding sin and consequences… so that 

ultimately she can come to a point where she recognizes she is a sinner before God and 

flee to Christ as her sin-bearing substitute who took the punishment for her on the cross.  

Nothing will exasperate a child more than refusing to enforce boundaries or enforcing 

them inconsistently. 

Dads: you do not love your children if you withhold discipline from them.  

Proverbs 13:24 – “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to 

discipline him.”  Kids need boundaries and need consistency in receiving a rebuke that 

speaks their language whenever they cross the line.  Otherwise all kinds of problems 

ensue.  And again the ultimate goal is to foster faith in Christ.  And how can that 

happen if they don’t see him as an authority whose good, loving will they have foolishly 

transgressed? 

The second word – ‘instruction’ – has the meaning of passing along content.  

Dad: your job is to pass on “the faith that was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jd. 

1:3; ESV) to your kids.  One generation commending God’s works to another (Ps. 145:4) 

– that’s God’s plan for reaching kids, not a 20 year old youth pastor with a soul-patch.  

It’s not always and forever wrong to have a youth pastor, but it’s a modern assumption 

that deserves a long hard look in light of Scripture.  Pastor dads are supposed to be 

instructing their kids, discipling them, not just dropping them off at youth group and 

hoping someone else will do their job for them. 

Raising kids to know and love the Lord is not first and foremost the church’s 

responsibility.  It’s the family’s, specifically the dad’s!  Deuteronomy 6 lays this out 

clearly.  Moses just laid out the commands, decrees, and laws of the Lord to the gathered 

people of God.  He recites that OT creed, the shema – “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, 

the Lord is one.”  And then he exhorts them to “love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.  These commandments that I give 

you today are to be upon your hearts.”  And then listen to what comes next: “Impress 

them on your children.  Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along 

the road, when you lie down and when you get up” (Dt. 6:4-7). 
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The home was the primary arena for the instruction of the children.  At the dinner 

table, in the car, when they’re getting tucked into bed… the heads of the homes were 

expected to be catechizing the kids.  God’s Word was to be known from infancy, as Paul 

says Timothy had been taught it (in that case by his mother because his dad wasn’t a 

Christian; 2Tim. 3:15). 

This happens through formal and informal times.  Formally, we have what we call 

‘Family Worship’ every week day morning after breakfast.  We try to make it fun.  “Fam-

ly-wor-ship-bum-bum-bumbumbum!  Calling all Carters: to the couch!”  We sing some 

songs from the hymnal, sometimes we recite the Lord’s Prayer or the Apostle’s Creed.  

Then we sing the B-I-B-L-E song and everyone slaps the kids Bible, even little Mary.  

Then we read a story, unless Lucy insists on another.  Then Lucy or one of us will pray 

something in line with what we read.  Then we may re-enact the story or just wrestle on 

the floor.  Tuck in time has a routine of singing the doxology and rubbing backs and then 

praying out loud over them.  I’m always looking for ways to improve this time and adapt 

it as the kids get older.  There’s a new website that just opened up today, actually – 

http://familyworshipguide.net/ – with all kids of ideas and suggestions.  There are some 

great resources out there that I look forward to using with my kids when they get older.
3
  

Dads: obviously you’ve got to be growing in you knowledge of the Lord so you can pass 

that on.  Kids will be a great catalyst for that. 

Informally this happens through everyday talk.  As you’re living life you point 

things out, you make spiritual connections.  It’s not about getting your kids to pass a 

written test on doctrine.  It’s about applying truth, learning wisdom, having their heart 

affected.  So this takes great attentiveness and attention to figure out ways to foster a 

relationship with your kids where you get inside their motivations and help apply the 

gospel to them.  This is what the father in the Proverbs did to teach his son: See that 

woman over there?  See that lazy man over there?  Watching television with them and 

talking through what you’re seeing, helping them to analyze it from a biblical worldview.  

Stuff like this… 

 

Conclusion 

Like I said, our desire is to be a place full of kids.  And our strategy for discipling 

them is not to hire a college student who likes video games and pizza but doesn’t yet 

know how to lead a wife and pastor his own kids so that he can throw fun parties for a 

group of tweens and teens sequestered off in a pool of ignorance among their peers.  It’s 

to focus on men, teaching and training them to be able to teach and train their kids.  

Families are for fostering faith in Christ. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 Let’s spend time reflecting on God as Father (3:15, 4:6) who has adopted us in 

Christ (1:5)…  He has called us to dinner and spread a Table before us and provided us 

with everything we need! 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 30, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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