Our Words to Their Hearts :  Communicating With Our Children

CHBC/Core Seminars/Parenting

(3.30.08)

Summary of last week’s Getting to the Heart of Behavior:

The scripture teaches that the heart is the control center for life.  A person’s life is a reflection of his heart.  Proverbs 4:23 “Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.”  The behavior a person exhibits is an expression of the overflow of the heart.  

This understanding is important for childrearing.  It teaches that behavior is not the basic issue.  The basic issue is always what is going on in the heart. 

Now, of course, you must require proper behavior.  God’s law demands that.  (And as this course unfolds we’ll get more and more into matters of obedience and proper, biblical use of discipline.)  We’re simply saying … don’t be satisfied with correcting behavior and leaving an unaddressed heart.  

I want to talk about communication today.  

· Why we communicate?

· What we communicate?

· How we communicate?

· When we communicate?

Why do we communicate? 

Answer #1:  We are commanded to by God.

[From your handout]

You want a job description for parenting?  How’s this:


“Hear, O Israel:  The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  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.  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.  Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.  Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.”  Deuteronomy 6:4-9

Parents are commanded to communicate the truths of God to our children.  

What are the consequences should we fail?

Joshua, nearing the end of his life and having seen the Lord’s promises fulfilled charges Israel with this:


“Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness.  Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord.  But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living.  But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”  
Joshua 24:14-15

What happens?


“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.  Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord and served the Baals.  They forsook the Lord, the God of their fathers ….”  Judges 2:10-12

They neither knew the Lord nor what he had done for Israel.  

Why do we communicate?  That our children may know God, what he has done for us in Christ and in so doing LIVE!

[PAUSE]

Answer #2:  We want our kids to know God and live

I have taught my children two things about sports:  To love the Maryland Terps and that baseball is bad.  My children have bought – hook, line and sinker – these ideas.  I love to hear them mock other ACC teams and ridicule the so called – nation’s pastime.  My words, in this example, have proven to be pretty powerful.  
Why does God command me to speak his word to my children?

My words are powerful in my children’s lives and in the absence of biblical formative instruction, secular formative instructors will take over.  Our hearts are easily captivated by the hollow and deceptive philosophies of a godless culture.  The majority culture interprets life through unregenerate eyes and promotes its conclusions through various means, from advertising to education.  It is like the air you breathe; you breathe it in without noticing it!  So do our children.  

Parents are divinely appointed to commend God’s works to the next generation (Ps. 145:5). 

Deuteronomy 32:46-57  says, “Take to heart all the words I have solemnly declared to you this day, so that you may command your children to obey carefully all the words of this law.  They are not just idle words for you—they are your life.”

Why do we speak?  Why do we care that our kids know God’s law?  We want our kids to live.  Faith alone in Christ brings salvation.  Faith, according to Romans 10:17, comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.  God’s word is what turns the heart of stone to a heart of flesh.  
The scriptures teach repeatedly that God’s Word alone provides truth that can bring life to the hearer.  Our words must echo this.  Our words, parents, and our lives are messengers of the living God.  

What do we communicate?

Simply put:  we need to train our children to think biblically.  

What do I really want for my kids?  Have you ever stopped to ask yourself what it is you are trying to accomplish as a parent?  What exactly is your objective?  As a Christian parent you must have one supreme objective for your children:  that they be conformed to (gradually changed into) the image of Christ.  I want Christ for my kids.

A couple things are necessary for Christian maturity:  the Spirit (go the Systematic Theology course for more on the Holy Spirit) and the Scriptures.  I cannot impart the Holy Spirit.  But I can impart the scriptures.  The scriptures are necessary for Christian maturity.  And it is our task as parents to impart them to our children and use them with our children.  

· Psalm 119:105 “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.”

· Hebrews 4:12 “For the word of God is living and active.  Sharper than any double-edged sword.  It penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joint and marrow; it judges the thought and attitudes of the heart.”

· 2 Timothy 3:16 “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.”  

Parents, it is insufficient, potentially deceitful and even deadly to merely teach your children Christian behavior, to teach them to act like Christians.

We must teach them the scriptures, the truth about God.  It is the scriptures that convict.  It is the scriptures that distinguish good from evil.  It is the scriptures that introduce us to God and train us to image him faithfully.  God in Christ is the good news.   God is what we want for our children.   So we communicate the Scriptures.

[Mac Stiles example recently of quoting scripture everytime he opens his mouth.]

How do we communicate?

We often reduce parenting to three elements:  rules, correction and punishment.  And thereby reduce parenting to three roles:  lawgiver, cop and warden.

· Lawgiver:  You give your children the rules.  (Don’t get out of bed)

· Cop:  You police your children for lawlessness (Why are you playing with your dress-up clothes when I put you in bed?)

· Warden:  You enforce the sentence handed out for the infraction.  (Now mommy has to discipline you.)   

Every family needs rules, correction and punishment.  No argument here.  But I want to talk about other dimensions of communication and the means of communication that are too little employed in the shepherding of our children 
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1 Thessalonians 5:14 says, 


“And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone. “
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Paul’s point is that different occasions and different hearers need different approaches or tools.  How many times have I pulled out Parent Sermon #241 and started preaching it to a kid who really needed me just to listen?  How many times have we rebuked a kid for laziness at homework time when they really needed encouragement?  
Let’s go through some of these briefly:
Encouragement:  Children need encouragement designed to inspire and fill with hope and courage.  To be a child is to grow, try new things.   Undoubtedly, they fail.  Get discouraged.  What will you say to them?  Rebuke them for quitting?  It could be learning to ride a bike or first time away from home at camp, your child’s heart is saying “I can’t.”  And you need to understand that heart and be ready with encouragement to trust the Lord (I can do all things through Him who strengthens me.”  
Rebuke:  A rebuke censures behavior.  Sometimes a child must experience your sense of alarm, shock, and dismay at what he has done or said.  

“I HATE YOU!”  Where does this come from?  A strong rebuke is called for.  
You need to quote Ephesians 4:29 “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.”
See this as an opportunity not merely to squash hurtful speech but to get a bead on what’s going on in the heart of your child.  Help him read his heart:  “Son, your heart is angry.”  
Entreaty:  This is earnest and intense communication.  It can be pleading, urging and even begging.  It is the earnest pleading of a father or mother who, understanding his child, the way of God, and the need of the moment, is willing to bare his soul in earnest pleading for his child to act in wisdom and faith.  


Use this carefully.  This is not to be used over spilled milk or mere foolishness.  It’s Proverbs 23:26 “My son, give me your heart and let your eyes keep to my ways….”  You entreat when you see wandering.  You entreat when you see danger like the pull of pornography or sexual immorality, when you see a cold heart.  “Sweetheart, your heart is cold, far from God and self-focused.”
Instruction or teaching:  This is the process of providing a lesson, a precept or information that will help your children to understand their world.  As a parent, you are the main means by which God is going to move your children from complete ignorance to knowledge of the world and the wisdom of God.  


Proverbs are rich for understanding.  You’ll be amazed at what the little ones take in (Little Joanna – age 2 – this week prayed over her breakfast cereal saying “Thank you, God, for this food because you created all things.  Amen.”).  Your high schoolers will understand what it means to “flee” and thereby avoid trouble.

Katie (age 10) and I took a walk last week and we overheard a young woman on her cell phone saying, “I’m too emotionally invested in this to quit now.”  Katie said, “What’s emotionally invested mean?”  What do you think I said?  


Answer:   Did you ever really want something?   A new bike, a certain part in the play?  If you didn’t get it, how did you feel?  Discouraged.  That’s a sign that you emotionally invested in something.  You put or allowed your heart to go to a certain desire.  That’s why we’re warned to “guard our hearts.”   My conversation is obedience to Deut 6…walk along the road.

Don’t try to do a lot of instruction when discipline is involved.  Instruct when there is no problem.

Example:  Caroline and Joanna this week got into a fight over a pink stroller and a yellow doll baby dress.  I was trying to get out the door.  They both were overdue on naps.  My strategy at the moment was to restore peace and instruct at a more optimal time.  Later that evening Joanna and I were alone and talked about “sharing hearts” and “greedy hearts” and practiced what it would look like to have both.

Warning:  Warnings put our children on guard against a probable danger.  A warning is not a threat when best used.  It is merciful speech.   It’s the equivalent of posting a sign informing drivers of a bridge that is out.  


Example:  Proverbs 14:23 says “All hard work brings a profit, but mere talk leads only to poverty.”  That’s a warning.  I would encourage you to think about using timeouts as warnings rather than punishment.  


Example of an effective warning:  “Sweetheart, mommy said that you need to eat your green beans before you eat your cake.  I see you looking at your cake, but not eating your green beans.  If you disobey mommy, then mommy has to discipline you.


Example of an ineffective or problematic warning:  “Do you want a spanking?”  That’s a rhetorical question if there’s ever been one.  Don’t ask a kid if he wants a spanking.  Another example:  “I’m going to count to ten and if you’re not in here by the time I reach ten, you’ll get a spanking.”  The problem is that you’ve just taught the kid that delayed obedience is fine.  “Tommy, I’ve got seven more seconds because it will take me about three to get inside.”  

Prayer:  Prayer is not communication with a child but with God, but it nevertheless is an essential element of communication between the parent and the child.  Understanding what and how our children pray is often a window into their souls.  And vice versa:  a child can see the parent’s heart as he or she entreats their holy God.


Some of you will remember Kyla Sell when she was appointed a deaconess, she told the story of when she was a little girl she would peek into her mother’s bedroom where every morning she’d find her mother in her “prayer chair.”  She’d listen to her mother’s prayers as she sometimes prayed with her.  But she recalled how just seeing her mother praying so regularly taught her many things.  

Our praying with our children can teach our children:

· That mom and dad are people under authority

· That God is the one to turn to in our need

· That we live a life of faith

· …just to name a few

Summary:  You’ve heard the line “If the only tool you have in your belt is a hammer, then every problem looks like a nail.”  As parents, we need to develop the rich toolbelt (if you will) that God has given us in communication.  We need to avoid being merely the lawgiver, cop and warden.  We want to be coach, encourager, challenger, leader, teacher and prayer partner.  

When and where do we communicate?

Remember the verses I read from Deuteronomy 6 earlier?

These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts.  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.  Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.  Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.”  Deuteronomy 6:4-9

At home, along the road, when you lie down or get up seems to be saying you speak of God and his commandments everywhere!  You don’t just teach the scriptures, but you talk about them and apply them in all kinds of places and in all types of circumstances, whenever and wherever life takes you.  

What does “Tie them as symbols on your hands” mean?  It seems to be a metaphor for having the Scriptures govern all of our behavior.  

What does “bind them on your foreheads” mean?  Again, a metaphor for suggesting the Scriptures should govern our thoughts.  

Put it all together and the Deuteronomy 6 passage is saying we should use every opportunity at all times to teach our children that the scriptures are to govern all of life.  

Monologue vs. Dialogue

We often think of communication as the ability to express ourselves.  Accordingly, we thing of ourselves as talking to our children.  Instead, you should seek to talk with your children.  Communication is not monologue.  It is dialogue.  

Proverbs 18:2  “A fool finds no pleasure in understanding but delights in airing his own opinions.”  

The goal of your communication must be to understand your child, not simply to have your child understand you.  

[Optional] 

As a teenager I was in some sort of argument (the fact that I can’t remember should tell you something) with both my mom and dad and after expressing some heartfelt something-or-other I’ll never forget my dad turning to my mom and saying, “How many times have we heard this before?”  

I was #6 in a line of 7 boys.  He had heard it before, I’m sure, but never from me.  He made it clear he didn’t want to hear it again.  So what did I do?  I clammed up.  I got the message.  And you know what?  All my brothers clammed up?  And at some point my mom and dad, after raising a large family, found themselves alone wondering why it felt so lonely.  

Conclusion

Parenting is a giant act of faith.  This communicating in a biblical manner the truths of scripture is seed sewing.  We wait to see what comes up.  By faith we wait.  And we hope.  And we trust.  

Take courage with the recounting of one man’s experience.

[Optional]

John Ruskin was neither a minister nor a theologian.  He lived in the 19th century and was a British writer and art critic.  He had been raised by a Calvinistic mother who was, it was said

 “unsparing both of herself and others”

and who, in his youth, had made him memorize large portions of the Bible.  Later in his life Ruskin wrote of Psalm 119, 

“It is strange that of all the pieces of the Bible which my mother taught me, that which cost me the most to learn, and which was, to my childish mind, chiefly repulsive – the 119th Psalm—has now become of all the most precious to me in its overflowing and glorious passion of love for the Law of God.”

SPECIAL COMMENT about requiring obedience from the unregenerate:

Like in much of life there is a tension we Christians are called to live with. 

We read Ephesians 6:1 “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.”  

But we also know that at some point in time we are requiring obedience from children who are spiritually dead, enslaved to sin.

Listen to some of these verses:  
Psalms 51:5: "Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me."

· John 8:34: "Jesus answered them, 'Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.'"

· Romans 3:10-11: "None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God."

· Romans 8:7-8: "For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God's law; indeed, it cannot. Those who are in the flesh cannot please God."

· 1 Corinthians 2:14: "The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned."

· Ephesians 2:1-3: "And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked,,,.” 
So what about requiring obedience from one who –in one sense – can’t obey?  Address the heart all you want, but it’s dead, right?  

You lay down the law knowing your child will fail over and over and over again. This is the tension you live with as a parent.

LISTEN:  It will be a tragedy if you only lay down the law and NEVER HOLD UP THE GOSPEL.  The gospel must be central in our homes.  We are lawbreakers from birth and the gospel is our only hope of forgiveness.   It was true for you in coming to Christ and it must be true for your children.  

If you have a home without the gospel as the very air you take in – then I guarantee your parenting is merely fashioning some of the finest hypocrites ever to walk the planet.  

Every time our child sins it is an opportunity to remind him or her that external conformity is an insufficient solution – internal change (NEW LIFE!) is what’s needed.  Point them to Jesus.  We need a Savior who has the power to deliver us from our sins.  And when your child (like you) turn to Christ it is an opportunity for praise.  THANK GOD HE HAS RESCUED US FROM THIS BODY OF SIN AND DEATH.  Every time we turn to Christ there is pleasure to be found.  For though our sin grieves us, in turning to Christ we see someone infinitely superior and without sin and in Him we find joy.  

Hate our sin.  

Find forgiveness and pleasure in our Savior.  Give praise in return.  In short, I think that is God’s plan for mankind.  And it is what we need to hold up to our children with our words and our own lives.  
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