Great Commission Northwest
The Importance of Pastors Modeling a Strong Family in the Church


Obviously our families are on display.  For good or ill.  We all recognize the pressure this brings;  but my prayer is that we will see the opportunity we have to display a pattern, a model for our people to follow.  They will not go further than the example we set with our families.  So what should our example look like?  And how do we get there?  Here are a few thoughts from some of my correspondence over the last few years.

. . . I talk to many pastors in this region in the course of a month.  I hear a lot of guys talk about our home life.  And I interact with a number of pastors across the country.  In every case our families are our first priority. They are rightly, more important than our ministries.  No one of us is content with progress in our churches, but anxiety at home.  We know that any victories won outside the home ring hollow if we are not winning with our children . . . 

. . . When things get ragged in our families we need to strengthen our resolve.  I firmly believe this.  This is also the cure for the families in our churches.  When a young couple feels frustrated and tells me that they have attempted to apply Proverbs, but to no avail -- I can't help but inwardly smile.  I know that they have not applied it as we have.  The Scriptures are effective . . . 


. . . Brothers, are we confident that we are turning out a quality product? Can our boys compete in this world and win?  There are many voices that tell us that competition is bad.  With salvation we receive an eternal identity that is found in what Christ did for us.  We are secure, because we didn't earn our salvation.  But we must compete to get ahead in this world.  There is much good self-identity found in a difficult job done well.  Are our kids learning this?  We smile when a group of six year olds sing before the church.  We don't care whether they hit the notes or not.  But it is an entirely different matter with a sixteen year old.  It is not enough to try, they have to win, compete so 

to speak. 


Do our boys, know that the path to success is through hard work?  Talent is not the issue.  Talent is often found in the world.  Hard workers however,  are rare.  Charm and a smile are easily learned and used by our girls and yet they will not pass as real currency in this world.  Hard work will.  "The best gift we can give our children is the appreciation for hard work.  Give them this gift" . . . 

. . . Sometimes, in judging our own life and ministries, we are not as objective as we must be.  In this area of training our teens,  we could benefit from the opinion and judgment of a trusted fellow dad. I would encourage each of you men to avail yourself of this kind of counsel.  "How am I doing? How are they doing?," these are the questions.


We cannot afford to be "barn-blind". A barn-blind shepherd thinks that his sheep are perfect and he fails to see their faults clearly.  He surely loves his sheep, but he must also know his sheep and be able to "judge" them, so to speak.

Brothers, if I could summarize my concern and counsel, for all of us myself included, I would as graciously as possible - implore each of us to be strong, firm and clear-eyed in the evaluation of our sons' and daughters' progress toward adulthood . . . 


. . . Wanting to protect our children from the world is a righteous desire.  But the world is only one of our problems.  Often it seems to me, parents get all worked up in striving against just one of our spiritual opponents, when the Bible tells us that we have three.  The world, the flesh and the devil are all out to derail our kids.  All three have specific methods to harm them.  All three need to be recognized as our enemy.


If I concentrate on recognizing the false philosophies of this world, I do well.  The world does have an arrogant, godless agenda.  But if I think that all my trials and my family's trials are caused by this world's system, I am naive.  My flesh is also very active and the devil is continually lying to me.  If I think that the world is my only opponent, I can drift toward an isolationist, retreatist mentality.  The problem with running away from the world is that everywhere I go I take my flesh with me. 


If I work to overcome my flesh, I do well.  My flesh is always trying to drag me down. And I need to discipline and train my kids for the purpose of godliness.  There is this constant struggle between our flesh and our new spirit.  But the flesh is only one of our opponents; I still have two others.  If I concentrate only on the flesh, I can become  legalistic.


If I work at resisting the devil, I do well.  But if I throw all my effort into fighting him, I still have my old flesh to deal with.  If I just concentrate on the devil, I can easily become superstitious.  I'm sure you understand that we need to be vigilant on all fronts, with all three  opponents.  We need to be circumspect, which means that we need to see in all directions.  This is a vigilant Christian parent.


But I am really not that concerned about the world or the devil, when it comes to preparing my kids for adulthood.  I'm not naive, I know that we live in a hostile society but - I am convinced that the first opponent to my child becoming an able adult is their flesh.  Laziness and a lack of sustained effort will trip up more of our youth in their education, than any other foe.  Even the youngest officer knows to concentrate his forces where the fight is the hardest.  I believe that our most serious challenge in educating our children comes from the flesh, ours as the teacher and theirs as the student.  None of us are as disciplined as we need to be. . .     


. . . I am well-aware of the serious discipline problems that occur at times in many public high school classes.  And I recognize that some classes, because of weakness in the teacher, wind up a total waste.  But there is an education to be found there, in every one of our high schools, if our kids work for it.  The world is big and I believe that our kids can win "out there" in a big world, if we prepare them.  I believe that they can shine in every way, even when competing with the secular lost.  

The problem is not "those other kids".  It never is.  The problem is not certain teachers, certain classes, certain high schools. We need to be careful about blaming.  It seems to me that most, if not all of the difficulties Neva and I have run into in raising our children are self-inflicted.  We need to stop blaming and quit being afraid of the world.  What we need to be training into our youth is a stronger, internal, self-controlled, personal, discipline . . . 


. . . We believe that to eventually have our teens see someone saved is evidence of a kind of balance in their Christian life.  Are our teens seeing their friends saved?  Not every week or month, but are they seeing their classmates come to Christ?  I'm talking about a teenager's spiritual maturity and whether they then speak for their Savior?  Not clubbing their friends over the head with the gospel, but winning them to their faith through grace and patience.  We know that there are always areas where our youth are needy and still growing in Christ, but when we see them sharing their faith, we can be rightly reassured.  And rightly troubled if there is no speech.  Here are a few things to chew on, in the raising of our sons and daughters.


If our teens are growing in grace, then they are secure.  And if they are secure in their position, they will speak.  Speaking the gospel is one mark of a teen's spiritual health.   In many, many areas this holds true.  For instance:



-If they are speaking for Christ, they are probably learning to discipline their emotions. They will be winning the "moody" battle.  



- If they are speaking for Christ, they will be required to learn how to put on Christ.  This usually just means that they know how to smile.  

  

-If they are speaking for Christ, maybe not every day, but often, they are probably having a daily walk with God.  



-If they are speaking for Christ, they probably have a good relationship with Mom and Dad.  



-If they are speaking for Christ, I venture that their academics are good.  


-And if they are speaking for Christ, even their discipline in sports, music, or whatever, will increase.  


I know this is true, brothers.  If we are speaking for our Savior, He tends to take care of His spokesmen.  You can't be a spokesman for God and continue in a “Pity Party” or “Have an Attitude.” 



Most any of our teen can speak to other Christian teens.  That's the easy part.  Like I mentioned, Christians are an incredibly tolerant lot, even teenage Christians.  But can our sons and daughters win the lost?

When children are younger we mostly deal with behavior.  When they become teens it seems that we are mostly dealing with attitude.  But this is critical to remember. Good behavior leads to good attitude.  What good behaviors are our teens showing, day-in and day-out, in their Christian walk?  It follows that their habits in following the Lord will lead to a concern for the lost and the salvation of some . . . 

. . . I have mentioned many, many stories in the past with you men of the classmates  who have come to Christ through my teens.  Probably everyone of you men have similar stories.  My point is to encourage each of us to first have the stories.  Then share them to encourage your church and families to greater effort in the gospel.  And we must continue to work until we hear the gospel on the lips of our teens.  If it is not there, it is not in their heart.  And if it is not in their heart - then we know where our work must begin . . . 


.  .  . Most all of us are concerned about the impact of the world and the high school culture on our youth. Let me say, once again, that the only way to make sure that they will be wise and have the ability to keep their head on straight, and to be salty in those high schools, is to give them a cause to live for.  "Our children are either missionaries or mission field."  - Herschel Martindale. This is so true.  This is forgotten by many educators and sadly lacking in many Parenting Curriculums . . .


. . . After talking to literally hundreds of couples in the last few months, I am more convinced than I have ever been, that our kids need more discipline, more instruction and more affection than we ever imagined.  Most of what I usually offer parents is encouragement along these lines.


I’m just a fellow dad, but guys, trust me in this;  We need more discipline, more instruction and more affection in our parenting.

First, Discipline.  What do I mean by discipline?  “No!” is what I mean.  There is power in “No.”  There is wisdom and strength in believing in the “No’s.”  The Bible is filled with “No’s.”  They are general, simple and easily understood.  And God gives them to us in big doses, page after page.  Eight out of the ten commandments are “No.”  From the first chapter to the last, God’s Word is filled with all kinds of “No’s.”  God is simple and strong in this method and way of helping us.  He is repetitive in teaching us over and over, what not to do.  Often we might think that the “No’s” of the Bible are just not that helpful anymore.  If we are tempted to think this, then we are the ones in error.  The first thing we teach our children always involves the concept of “No” and I dare say that much of our work as they get older, still involves discipline and the discipline of “No.”  

Have you ever wondered whether too many “No’s” will hurt our self-image?  God doesn’t seem to worry about it.   When we disregard the “No’s” in life, that is when we are hurt.  It is rebellion against rule and law, that damages us.  And why are we always so concerned about a healthy self-image?  Our prisons are filled with men who have strong self-images.  Here in Colorado a study done by the University found that some of the strongest self-image scores within our state, were found at our Canyon City State Penitentiary.  

One of the biggest “No’s” we will be tested in with our youth, is whether we will release them to their peers, when we should not.  I don’t know how many times I have talked to parents who somehow wish they could draw their kids back from their peer relationships, but are now at their wits end as to how to do it.  Still, it is paramount that they reclaim their teen’s loyalties.  

My personal bottom line when it comes to the discipline I am bringing to my children, is this, “Does what I am attempting to do in my standards of discipline impress fellow Christians and impress this world I am attempting to reach?”  “Is my discipline healthy and right and filled with common sense and is it attractive to the lost?”  This doesn’t mean that the world will agree with my methods but, “Do they want what I have?”  “Does the discipline that I seek to instill in my kids lead to accomplishment and is it attractive for the Gospel?”  

Secondly, we need more Instruction.  Please don’t say to yourself, “They know it already.  They know the answers, they already know what I am trying to tell them, Rick.”  They don’t know it, if they don’t do it!  And if they aren’t practicing what you are talking about, as a part of their habit in life, they don’t really know the instruction.  It is not part of their makeup.  

If your neighbor said, “I know that already,” but they had not shown much if any  fruit, you wouldn’t necessarily believe that they really knew what you were talking about.  You would keep trying to gently instruct them as long as they would listen.  Usually with neighbors we lose the audience, but if they kept coming back for instruction, we would keep speaking, as winsomely as possible, but we would keep speaking.  

With our children we have the opportunity to keep speaking.  And I would encourage all of us to keep instructing, teaching, speaking, reading to and helping them, until we see the fruit we are looking for.  Our kids don’t really have it until they speak it, until it is on their lips.   If they aren’t patient, they just aren’t patient, and they don’t really know what the Bible has to say about the subject.   If they can’t put on Christ and smile with their countenance, they really don’t know what the Bible has to say about being filled.  We need to keep instructing.

I finally saw the Horse Whisperer , the other night.   In the movie the daughter was fighting the mom and the mom was hesitant to impose her will.  Should she pursue or back off?  In an important moment and scene, our cowboy hero turns to the mother and instructs her.  Even though the daughter was fighting her mom, Tom Booker tells the mom, "Don't let her turn you away."  Don’t let them turn us away, brothers.  
We can’t just throw it out and say to ourselves, “Well, at least I told them what to do.”  We need to tell them what to do, till they do it!  And not rest, until they receive it, accept it in their heart and in their actions.  In most instruction there is usually some element of discipline woven in, but that’s okay.  Keep instructing them and telling them what to do and what not to do, over and over, until they do it on their own.  

Again my bottom line in evaluating my instruction is, “Whether it is winsome for the Gospel and a good example to the lost?”  “Would my instruction prove attractive to the lost?”  “Would they want it, at least want the fruit?”  

Lastly, we need more Affection.  (after reading these thoughts on discipline and instruction, do you believe that I’m just throwing this in?  That I really don’t appreciate affection?)  I do!  Every day with every child.  Don’t let our sons and daughters grow up and begin to grow apart from our affection.  I was reminded and blessed again recently by Dennis Clark, while together in Atlanta at a Parenting Seminar.  He mentioned, “Every day, a look, a word, a touch.”  We have practiced this kind of affection for decades.  And just as easily as we naturally hugged them when they were two years old, we need to hug them and tickle them and squeeze them and wrap our arms around them when they are twelve and sixteen and twenty-two.  Although I am reserved in public, believe me on this -  we are very affectionate in our home.  It is a shame when Dad’s are estranged from sons and daughters and the child estranged from us.  Moms need to keep hugging sons and daughters and so too must we.  


Once again our society has a hard time understanding and thinking we can couple discipline, instruction and affection.  So they caricaturize Christian men as either dour, black-robed, stern, prophets  (or) easy-going, hip, “I’m okay, You’re okay,” modern dads who are soft.  But never both.  

God demands that fathers be both.  Our families need it.  Black and white and strong at times, as well as fun-loving.  Stern as well as playful.  Able to “read them the riot act,” and kiss them good night.  Many parents are not affectionate enough.  Often I have observed that when one or both parents have trouble expressing affection, they then usually compensate, often unconsciously, by being too lenient.  

The wise dad asks and prays for his child’s heart.  But the even wiser dad, reaches out and grabs it!  On this last point – Our affection as parents will be very attractive to the lost.  Here they will be drawn to our methods as well as our fruit.  If you want to impact this world, then bring the world into our homes and show them our affection.  








- Rick Whitney, April, 00
