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Candies, jellies, and oil are part of what made this issue 

of The Journal of Family Ministry possible. In 1899, 

when !e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary was 

a mere forty years old, C. Edwin Gheens partnered with 

James Bradas to form a candy company. !e Bradas and 

Gheens Candy Company, located along West Main 

Street in Louisville, was a success. When Bradas retired 

in 1920, Gheens became sole owner and president of 

the company.1 The company brought great success to 

the Gheens family, but not only through the candies 

that were produced at 817 South Floyd Street in Louis-

ville. Oil was discovered on a plantation that C. Edwin 

Gheens had purchased to supply his factory with sugar. 

!e Gheens family chose to invest a signi#cant portion 

of their resulting resources in their communities. In 

1957, C. Edwin Gheens, with his wife Mary Jo, formed 

the Gheens Foundation to improve the quality of life in 

Louisville and in the Lafource and Terrebonne Parishes 

in Louisiana. A generous endowment from the Gheens 

Foundation, given nearly three decades ago, continues 

to provide financial support for the Gheens Center 

for Christian Family Ministry at !e Southern Baptist 

Theological Seminary. From 1993 until 1995, it was 

this endowment that made possible the publication of  

A ! 2 + . S . + ` , - . - a \ + ,

,

"e Journal of Family Ministry at Southern Seminary. 

Now, the Gheens Center at Southern Seminary has 

made a significant investment in the re-launch of The 

Journal of Family Ministry. 

It is with gratitude that the editors acknowledge this 

continuing provision through the Gheens Foundation 

as well as the leadership and partnership of William 

R. Cutrer, director of the Gheens Center for Christian 

Family Ministry at Southern Seminary, in this venture.

!e editors wish to express gratitude to the Louis-

ville Historical League for their assistance in obtaining 

and verifying this information.

ENDNOTES
 1John E. Cleber, ed., “Gheens, Charles Edwin,” in 

 e Encyclopedia of Louisville (Lexington: University 

Press of Kentucky, 2000) 340.
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The son of 1889-1921 Southern Semi-

nary trustee Charles W. Gheens, C. Edwin 

Gheens (left) was a prominent leader in 

the twentieth-century Louisville business 

community. C. Edwin Gheens served as a 

trustee of Southern Seminary from 1921 

until his death in 1961; his wife Mary Jo 

served in this role from 1966 until 1979.
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The Journal of Family Ministry has spent twenty-

three years migrating back and forth between Texas 

and Kentucky. With this issue, the journal returns to 

“!e Beeches,” this verdant expanse 

of foliage and #ora and early twen-

tieth-century brickwork in Louis-

ville where students and faculty of 

The Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary “meet to part and part to 

meet.”1  e Journal of Family Minis-

try has sojourned here before—and 

not only here, but also in two other 

locations in the Louisville commu-

nity, both within a few blocks of !e 

Beeches.

Given the many twists and turns 

in this journal’s journey, it will be 

helpful to take a trip back in time, to 

the genesis of the journal in the latter 

years of the Reagan Administration. 

When those first photostatically-

reproduced copies of The Journal of 

Family Ministry slipped unheralded into a few dozen 

mailboxes across the United States, Jim Bakker had 

recently resigned his role at PTL, "ree Men and a Baby 

was the highest-grossing #lm in the United States, NBC 

was still producing new episodes of the "e Cosby Show, 

Bon Jovi’s “Livin’ on a Prayer” was rocketing to the top 

of the charts, and U2’s self-imposed reinvention in the 

shadow of "e Joshua Tree was still incomplete.

.9*!7'31&*>!<*,0&4!0&!#<0)*&*!
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!e #rst issue of "e Journal of Family Ministry was 

a twelve-page publication of the Texas Baptist Family 

Ministers Association (TBFMA). In the inaugural issue, 

J. Paul Sorrels, professor at Hardin-Simmons University 

and president of TBFMA, described “spiritual issues,” 

“sociological and psychological issues as well as systemic 

or relational issues” as separate “colonies” that must be 

brought together in this journal “to serve the field of 

family ministry.”2 Within a few months, Sorrels and 

TBFMA had partnered with Hardin-Simmons Uni-

versity to continue publication of the journal. By 1989,  

the Southern Baptist Association of Family Ministers 

had joined the list of sponsors. During these #rst few 

years, issues were published quarterly and gradually 

expanded until each issue spanned somewhere between 
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twenty and forty pages. 

Articles in the early JFM simultaneously supported 

the programs of the Southern Baptist Convention—

products from the Baptist Sunday School Board as well 

as the conference centers at Glorieta and Ridgecrest 

merited frequent mention—and yet clearly represented 

the moderate movement within the Convention. Bill 

Bruster, who would later serve as Networking Coordi-

nator for the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, asked in 

the September 1987 issue of JFM whether Christians 

had truly “forgiven Eve” for her failure in the Garden 

of Eden. Bruster presents an unwillingness to ordain 

women in the church as evidence that Christians had, in 

fact, failed to forgive Eve—an error into which, accord-

ing to Bruster, the apostle Paul himself fell when he 

wrote his first epistle to Timothy.3 Halfway through 

1992, publication of JFM was interrupted for two issues 

as the journal made its #rst journey from the Lone Star 

State to Louisville.
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With the #rst issue of 1993, proprietorship of "e 

Journal of Family Ministry moved from Hardin-Sim-

mons University to the Gheens Center for Christian 

Family Ministry at !e Southern Baptist !eological 

Seminary. !e Gheens Center at Southern Seminary, 

with Hardin-Simmons University, copyrighted the title 

“"e Journal of Family Ministry” in fall 1993.4

!e #rst issue of the journal at Southern Seminary 

declared a clear confessional foundation for its editorial 

philosophy; the journal would be edited in ways that 

would be “consistent with the 1963 Baptist Faith and 

Message of the Southern Baptist Convention.” !e size 

of the journal increased, and the publication schedule 

shi$ed from quarterly to semiannually. In his inaugu-

ral editorial, Southern Seminary professor Leigh Con-

ver presented JFM as a forum “for pursuing the many 

related goals of the Gheens Center” and described fam-

ily ministry degree emphases at Southern Seminary as 

“crossing the Schools of !eology, Christian Education, 

Church Music and Church Social Work.”5 !e editorial 

board included a swathe of scholars who had played and 

would play a variety of roles in the formation and refor-

mation of Southern Seminary—David Dockery, Diana 

Garland, and Wayne Oates among them. 

In early 1995, editorial duties shi$ed to Dr. Diana 

Garland, dean of the Carver School of Church Social 

Work at Southern Seminary. In March of that year, 

controversy erupted when President R. Albert Mohler 

passed over David Sherwood for a faculty position in 

the Carver School. More than a decade earlier, messen-

gers to the Southern Baptist Convention had declared 

their commitment to the perspective on gender rela-

tions known as “complementarianism.” Part of this com-

mitment included an a%rmation that Scripture limited 

the office of pastor to males; Southern Baptists over-

whelmingly encouraged “the service of women in all 

aspects of church life and work other than pastoral func-

tions and leadership roles entailing ordination.”6 From 

the earliest stages of his presidency, Mohler had made it 

clear that new faculty at Southern Seminary would be 

expected to a%rm this same perspective. Sherwood did 

not. Garland protested in public forums that, if comple-

mentarianism became a criterion for hiring new profes-

sors, it would be impossible to build a quali#ed faculty 

in the Carver School.7 

In the end, Garland resigned her position at South-

ern Seminary, and "e Journal of Family Ministry was 

moved to the St. Matthews Pastoral Counseling Cen-

ter—despite the fact that the Gheens Center at South-

ern Seminary retained, and still retains, rights to the 

title of the journal. With this transition, the statement 

that the editorial philosophy would be consistent with 

the Baptist Faith and Message or any other confes-

sional foundation quietly disappeared. Garland soon 

took a position at Louisville Presbyterian !eological 

Seminary (LPTS). By the end of 1997, the journal had 

moved once again, this time to LPTS. !at same year, 

Garland retained her editorial role but took a new posi-

tion as professor of social work at Baylor University.

The Journal of Family Ministry came to an end in 

summer 1998, not quite ten years after it began as a 

twelve-page publication from the Texas Baptist Fam-

ily Ministers Association. In fall 1998, at LPTS, the 

publication became simply Family Ministry, with the 

subtitle “Empowering through Faith.” !e Center for 

Congregations and Family Ministry at the Louisville 
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Presbyterian !eological Seminary continued publica-

tion of Family Ministry: Empowering through Faith for 

nearly a decade. 

At the end of 2003, the editorial role was relin-

quished to J. Bradley Wigger, professor of Christian 

Education at LPTS. In 2007, Family Ministry: Empow-

ering through Faith moved to Baylor University’s Center 

for Family and Community Ministries in the School of 

Social Work, with Diana Garland taking the reins again, 

this time as senior editor. There, the journal was first 

renamed Family and Community Ministries: Empower-

ing through Faith before becoming "e Journal of Family 

and Community Ministries. !is journal ceased publica-

tion in 2010, with volume 23, number 4.
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In 2007, Dr. Randy Stinson brought me to The 

Southern Baptist !eological Seminary to coordinate 

family ministry programs in what was then the School 

of Leadership and Church Ministry. As I developed the 

foundations for what has become known as “the fam-

ily-equipping ministry model,” I became acutely aware 

of the need for an academic journal that explored the 

#eld of family ministry from a conservative-evangelical 

perspective. I si$ed through the available journals and 

discovered, to my surprise, that Southern Seminary had 

once published The Journal of Family Ministry—and 

further, that no journal with that title existed any longer 

and that the Seminary, with Hardin-Simmons Univer-

sity, still owned rights to the title. 

A$er receiving administrative approval to pursue a 

re-launch of "e Journal of Family Ministry through the 

Gheens Center for Christian Family Ministry at South-

ern Seminary, I requested and received a release from 

the Family Psychology Center at Hardin-Simmons Uni-

versity regarding their rights to the journal title. !us 

began the processes that have culminated in this sheaf 

of pulp and ink that you now hold in your hands. I am 

deeply thankful for the many persons who have walked 

alongside me through these processes. Randy Stinson 

and the senior administrators of Southern Seminary 

have championed this journal from the first moment 

that I sketched out the concept in an email. My Gar-

rett Fellows, W. Ryan Steenburg and Lilly Park, have 

spent many hours with me poring over possibilities for 

the journal. Gregg Taylor at the American Theologi-

cal Library Association has been an invaluable source 

of guidance in everything from the obtaining of a new 

International Standard Serial Number to the proper 

wording of publication information.

The mission of The Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary is “under the lordship of Jesus Christ, … to 

be totally committed to the Bible as the Word of God, 

to the Great Commission as our mandate, and to be a 

servant of the churches of the Southern Baptist Con-

vention by training, educating, and preparing ministers 

of the gospel for more faithful service.” In keeping with 

this larger mission, the purpose of the re-launched jour-

nal is to provide a forum for the discussion and develop-

ment of biblically-driven and theologically-grounded 

practices of multigenerational family ministry in local 

churches. !is purpose is summarized in the journal’s 

subtitle: “Equipping the generations for gospel-centered 

living.” 

With that mission in mind, this initial issue focuses 

on biblical and theological foundations for family min-

istry. Some past recensions of the journal have tended 

to interpret the family #rst from the perspective of the 

latest social-scienti#c research. Indeed, one former edi-

tor defended such an approach by identifying social-

scienti#c data as “the primary means for understanding” 

families and as “the foundation for intervening in and 

changing family and church life.”8 !e current editors 

respectfully disagree. While recognizing the value of 

comprehending contemporary contexts, it is our con-

viction that current social trends can never provide 

satisfactory starting-points, means, or goals for family 

ministry. !e foundation and goal for intervention and 

transformation is not found in social-scienti#c research 

but in the gospel of Jesus Christ. Of course, the per-

ceptions and functions of the family have changed over 

time, and families in every era have faced struggles that 

were particular to their place in history. Yet the primary 

framework for understanding families is the consider-

ation of families within the context of God’s creation, 

humanity’s fall, a crucified and risen Redeemer, and 

God’s guarantee that he will someday turn the groaning 
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of the cosmos into glory divine.

The forthcoming Spring/Summer 2011 issue will 

be no less theological than this one, but the focus will 

be on issues related to fatherhood and family minis-

try. !e next issue will also introduce a series of book 

reviews related to strategies for student ministry. If you 

are interested in contributing to the journal, either by 

developing an article or by serving as a book reviewer, 

please email the editorial sta& at familyministry@sbts.

edu. Lastly, although you are receiving this issue free 

of charge, that practice—however attractive both from 

your perspective and from mine—is not sustainable in 

the long term; if you wish to guarantee receipt of future 

issues of "e Journal of Family Ministry, I encourage you 

to subscribe to the journal, using the postage-paid card 

in the center of this issue.

Still learning to live as God’s child,

Timothy Paul Jones, Ph.D. 

Associate Professor of Discipleship and 

Family Ministry 

School of Church Ministries 

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

ENDNOTES
 1These lines, from the Seminary hymn “Soldiers of 

Christ, In Truth Arrayed,” were penned by Basil 

Manly, Jr., at the request of J.P. Boyce; this hymn has 

been sung at every commencement from 1860 to the 

present day. See Henry S. Burrage, Baptist Hymn Writ-

ers and "eir Hymns (Portland: Brown !urston and 

Company, 1888) 427.
 2J. Paul Sorrels, “Why a Journal of Family Ministry?” 

"e Journal of Family Ministry: Reaching People Where 

"ey Live 1:1 (1987): 1-3.
 3Bill Bruster, “Have We Forgiven Eve?” "e Journal of 

Family Ministry: Reaching People Where "ey Live 1:3 

(1987): 14-21.
 4U.S. Copyright O%ce, V2932P424 (October 7, 1993).
 5Leigh Conver, “Editorial” and “Submission Guide-

lines,” "e Journal of Family Ministry 7:1 (1993).
 6Southern Baptist Convention, “Resolution on Ordi-

nation and the Role of Women in Ministry” ( June 

1984).

 7For a more complete account of this controversy, see 

Gregory A. Wills, Southern Baptist "eological Semi-

nary, 1859—2009 (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2009) 522-41.
 8Diana Garland, Family Ministry: A Comprehensive 

Guide (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1999) 20.
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Adam’s job was to rule and subdue the earth (Gen 

1:28). !is seems to mean that his task was to expand 

the borders of Eden until the whole 

earth was like Eden, a place where 

God was present, known, served, 

worshiped, and uniquely present. 

Adam sinned and was expelled from 

Eden, but God did not give up his 

plan to cover the dry lands with his 

glory.1 God promised to raise up a 

seed from the woman who would 

crush the head of the serpent, defeat-

ing evil.2 Later he made promises to 

Abraham that he would overcome 

the curses that resulted from sin.3 

!ese promises were passed through 

Isaac to Jacob and then to the tribes 

of Israel.4 Having brought Israel out 

of Egypt, God brought them into a 

new Eden, the land of promise. !en God gave Adam’s 

task to Israel: to expand the borders of the realm in 

which Yahweh is present, known, served, and wor-

shiped (cf. Num 14:21; Ps 72:19). Israel sinned just as 

Adam had, and Israel was exiled from the land just as 

Adam was exiled from Eden.5 !rough the prophets, 

God promised that he would restore Israel and accom-

plish his purpose of covering the lands with his glory 

as the waters cover the sea (Isa 6:3; 11:9; Hab 2:14). 

Eventually God sent Jesus, who recapitulated Israel, 

withstood temptation, conquered the land, overcame 

death by dying and rising, and has commissioned his 

followers to make disciples of all nations.6 When the 

full number of the Gentiles has been gathered, Israel 

will be saved (Rom 11:25–27), and Jesus will cover the 

dry lands with the glory of Yahweh. 

!e purpose of this article is to explore what the Old 

Testament tells us about how the family factors into 

God’s purpose to cover the dry lands with his glory. Ask-

ing this question does not shi$ our focus from either 

God’s purpose or the promised seed of the woman 

through whom it would be accomplished. Rather, the 

seed of the woman came from a carefully traced line of 

descent—a family. God’s instructions indicate that the 

family of the king was to be a model for all other fami-

lies in Israel, and though that family failed, God kept 

his word and raised up Jesus from their line. !e focus 
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of this article will be on the instructions for fathers and 

kings in Deuteronomy 6 and 17 before looking at the 

way King Solomon obeyed those instructions in Prov-

erbs 3. 
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Even before the instructions given in Deuteronomy 

6, God was preparing fathers in Israel to teach their chil-

dren as he outlined the celebration of the Passover. Exo-

dus 12:26–27 and 13:14 instruct fathers to celebrate 

Yahweh’s power and mercy to Israel whenever their 

children ask about the meaning of Passover. !ese par-

ticular instances are generalized and made more com-

prehensive as Moses prepares the people for life in the 

land in Deuteronomy. In Deuteronomy 1–11 Moses 

seeks to motivate Israel to keep the laws of God. The 

Ten Commandments (Deut 5:6–22) function as a kind 

of summary of God’s instructions; the commandments, 

statutes, and judgments in Deuteronomy 12–28 exposit 

the Ten Commandments.7 !e book then closes with 

a last will and testament from Moses (Deuteronomy 

29–34). 

!e instructions that Moses gives to fathers come in 

a section of the book that urges Israel to keep the Torah 

when they enter the land (Deut 1–11). !e instructions 

for kings come in a section of the book (Deut 16–18) 

that exposits the fifth commandment, “Honor your 

father and your mother” (Deut 5:16, ESV). The fifth 

commandment is like an umbrella instruction cover-

ing the way that Israel is to embrace the God-ordained 

authority of judges, kings, priests, and prophets. 
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Israel was to go into the land and conduct itself 

according to God’s instructions for God’s glory. If they 

lived the way God instructed them to live, their lives 

would be blessed and their enemies would be defeated. 

!e boundaries of Israel would expand. !ey would rule 

over the earth and subdue it. !eir inheritance would 

not only be the plot of ground allotted to them in the 

land of promise, but the nations (Ps 2:8). !e glory of 

Yahweh would cover the dry lands as the waters cover 

the seas (cf. Deut 4:6; 6:25; see also Num 14:21; Isa 6:3; 

11:9; Hab 2:14; Ps 72:19). For Israel to accomplish this 

purpose, they had to keep the Torah. Moses makes clear 

that fathers of households are responsible to see that this 

happens. !ese instructions from God through Moses 

to fathers in ancient Israel are set forth in Deuteronomy 

6:4–9:

Hear, O Israel: Yahweh our God, Yahweh is 

one. 

You shall love Yahweh your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all 

your might. 

And these words that I command you today 

shall be on your heart. 

You shall teach them diligently to your  

children, and shall talk of them when you 

sit in your house,  

and when you walk by the way,  

and when you lie down,  

and when you rise. 

You shall bind them as a sign on your hand,  

and they shall be as frontlets between your 

eyes.

You shall write them on the doorposts of your 

house and on your gates (modi$ed ESV). 

It would be di%cult to overstate the signi$cance of 

the monotheistic declaration of Deuteronomy 6:4. 

Israel is summoned to hear and heed. Yahweh is their 

God. Yahweh is one. Deuteronomy 6:4 is known as 

the Shema, and the word shema is the imperative form 

of the word “Hear!” that opens verse 4. !e emblem-

atic declaration that Yahweh is Israel’s God and that 

Yahweh is one in Deuteronomy 6:4 is exposited in 

Deuteronomy 6:5–9. That Yahweh is the sole deity 

means that he is to be loved (Deut 6:5), obeyed (6:6), 

remembered verbally in the household (6:7), seen as 

the criterion for interpreting life (6:8), and memorial-

ized on doorposts and gates (6:9). Deuteronomy 6:4-5 

makes it clear that these items in 6:6–9 are not simply 

about the laws but about the one who gives the laws. 

!e call to recognize Yahweh alone as God in Deu-

teronomy 6:4 is followed by what Jesus identified as 
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the first and greatest commandment in 6:5—to love 

Yahweh with all that one is and has (Matt 22:37–38). 

Heart, soul, and strength are to be exerted to the point 

of exhaustion out of sheer love for Yahweh. This can 

mean nothing less than that everything one thinks, does, 

and feels is to be focused on loving God. !e Bible gives 

no indication that one is to separate oneself from the 

natural course of life in order to ful#ll this command. 

Rather, obedience to every other command has to be 

energized by this one.

!e realities in verses 4 and 5 lead naturally to the 

exhortation in verse 6. If Yahweh alone is Israel’s God, 

and if Israel owes him whole-hearted life-pervading 

devotion, then Yahweh’s commands will be on their 

hearts, which is exactly what Deuteronomy 6:6 stipu-

lates. !e Bible does not use a separate Hebrew word 

for what we call in English the “brain,” so the #gurative 

expression “on the heart” means that each Israelite is 

to consider these commands, to interpret the world in 

light of these commands, to regulate emotions by these 

commands, and to have desires that are shaped by these 

commands. The connection between loving Yahweh 

and having his commands on the heart in Deuteronomy 

6:5–6 anticipates the words that Jesus would later speak 

in John 14:15: “If you love me, you will keep my com-

mandments” (ESV). 

We should pause here and take stock of the enor-

mous significance of what Moses announces in Deu-

teronomy 6:4–6: Yahweh alone is God; Israel is to love 

Yahweh; his commands are to be on the heart. What 

Moses says next will undoubtedly be of great signifi-

cance. What will he say next? Something about kings 

or armies or economics? Or is there something more 

fundamental than those things? Perhaps something that 

will produce righteous kings? Something that will teach 

soldiers that there are things worth more than peace and 

more than life? Something that will ensure economic 

stability? And what might accomplish all that?

The high and beautiful truths that Yahweh is the 

only true and living God who is to be loved and obeyed 

(Deut 6:4–6) will be followed by something of equal 

significance: a specified approach to passing on the 

knowledge of this one true God to the generations 

that will follow. If Yahweh alone is God, he deserves 

to be worshiped, loved, and obeyed even a$er the cur-

rent generation dies. To ensure the ongoing worship of 

Yahweh, to guard the minds of coming generations, to 

guarantee their wellbeing, to teach them what to love 

and what to obey, Moses writes in Deuteronomy 6:7, 

“You shall teach them diligently to your children, and 

shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when 

you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when 

you rise” (ESV). Before examining what Deuteronomy 

6:7 entails, we must observe that only those who believe 

that Yahweh alone is God (6:4) will do this; only those 

who live to love Yahweh in everything they are and do 

(6:5) will do this; and only those on whose hearts his 

commands are (6:6) will do what Deuteronomy 6:7 

commands. 

!e #rst phrase of Deuteronomy 6:7 could be trans-

lated as follows: “And you shall repeat them to your 

sons and you shall talk about them.” !ere is nothing 

complicated here. !e verbs “you shall repeat” and “you 

shall talk” are second person masculine singular forms. 

Unlike English, which does not distinguish between 

masculine and feminine forms of the second person pro-

noun “you,” Hebrew has a masculine form for “you” and 

a feminine form for “you.” !e fact that these forms are 

masculine singular means that as Moses addresses the 

nation of Israel, he gives this responsibility to teach the 

“sons” directly to the fathers of those sons. !e fact that 

the form is singular urges the conclusion that Moses is 

not giving this responsibility to some abstract group of 

fathers in the community but to each individual father. 

It doesn’t take a village; it takes a father. 

Every father with a son is commanded to repeat 

these “words” to his son. !e words that Moses com-

mands are to be on their hearts (Deut 6:6), and they are 

to repeat those commands to their sons (6:7). Fathers in 

Israel were commanded to embrace the theological con-

fession of faith that Yahweh alone is God (Deut 6:4). 

They were to love him (6:5), know his word so they 

could obey (6:6), and then they were to repeat these 

words to their sons. 

Notice that Deuteronomy 6:7 not only calls each 

individual father to repeat the words to his sons, it calls 

him to “talk about them.” At the very least, this means 

that once the words have been restated, the father tells 
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his sons what they mean. Explaining what the words 

mean seems designed to open up discussions of why 

the words say what they do—because Yahweh alone is 

God (Deut 6:4); discussions of how obstacles to keep-

ing the words can be overcome—by loving God with all 

one’s heart, soul, and strength (6:5); and discussions of 

how to avoid inadvertent transgression—by keeping the 

words on one’s heart (6:6). 

In the second half of Deuteronomy 6:7 Moses gives 

intensely practical instructions to every Israelite father 

about when they are to repeat and discuss the words 

he is commanding with their sons: all the time. Moses 

is speci#c: “when you sit in your house, and when you 

walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you 

rise” (Deut 6:7b, ESV). If we start at the end of this 

statement we find that Moses wants fathers to repeat 

and discuss his words with their sons “when you rise.” 

!is seems to mean that when a man rises from sleep he 

should seize the #rst moments of the morning to repeat 

and discuss God’s words with his sons. And what about 

“when you lie down”? At the end of the day, when you 

lie down to go to sleep, repeat and discuss the words that 

Moses commands. Rising and lying down happens at the 

opening and close of the day, and in between that there 

is walking by the way and sitting in the house. 

At the beginning and end of the day, and at every 

opportunity throughout it, God’s word is to be repeated, 

pondered, explored, explained, and celebrated. The 

point of the statements in Deuteronomy 6:8–9 is not 

to bring about some perfunctory activity of attaching 

the law to one’s forehead or hand, doorpost or gates. 

In the Old Testament the “hand” is often a figurative 

reference to physical power or might, and the “eye” is 

the organ of perception. It may be that Deuteronomy 

6:8 calls Israel to bind God’s word on their power and 

to make God’s word the #lter for their perception. Verse 

9 is similar: the writing of the words on doorpost and 

gate will accomplish nothing if Israel does not recognize 

that Yahweh alone is God (6:4), love him (6:5), obey his 

commands (6:6), and teach God’s word to their sons 

(6:7). House and gate are to be marked by the word of 

God as a reflection of the inward reality that Israel is 

devoted to Yahweh. 

What about daughters and wives? Are they excluded 

by these instructions to fathers and sons? By not men-

tioning them directly they are more included—not 

less—and more protected—not less—by these com-

mands. Wives whose husbands obey these commands 

will constantly hear God’s word repeated and discussed. 

Daughters of fathers who heed these commands will 

scarcely be able to avoid the repetition and discussion 

of the word of God. And when fathers obey these com-

mands and repeat and discuss the words to their sons, 

they ensure that other wives and daughters will be led by 

husbands and fathers who will do the same. !e father is 

the key to the family, and a son is a future father. 
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Who will create the culture in Israel where it is nor-

mal for fathers to do what Deuteronomy 6 tells them 

to do?8 Deuteronomy 17 answers that question. Deu-

teronomy 17:14–17 explains what the king must and 

must not be: he must be an Israelite (Deut 17:14–15); 

he must not return the people to Egypt so that he can 

acquire many horses (17:16); he must not multiply 

wives for himself lest his heart be turned away (17:17a); 

and he must not multiply silver and gold for himself in 

excess (17:17b). All of these instructions are about trust-

ing Yahweh: Israel is to trust Yahweh even if a foreigner 

looks like he would make a more impressive king that 

an Israelite (17:15); Israel’s king is to trust Yahweh to 

deliver in battle not horses (17:16; cf. Ps 20:7); the king 

is to be like Abraham (with Sarah not with Hagar!) and 

to trust Yahweh to provide seed rather than trusting in a 

multiplicity of wives (17:17a); and the king is to believe 

that Yahweh will provide rather than trust in his own 

wealth (17:17b). 

How will the king be able to trust Yahweh for his 

position (Deut 17:15), for his protection (17:16), for 

his posterity (17:17a), and for his provision (17:17b)? 

Deuteronomy 17:18–20 explains how: 

And it shall be when he sits on the throne of his 

kingdom, that he shall write for himself in a 

copy of this Torah on a scroll, from before the 

Levitical priests.  

And it shall be with him,  
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and he shall read in it all the days of his life, 

in order to learn to fear Yahweh his God 

   to keep all the words of this Torah  

and these statutes to do; 

   lest his heart be exalted over his brothers, 

and lest he turn from the commandment to 

the right or le$; 

in order for his days to be made long over 

his kingdom, he and his sons in the midst of 

Israel (author’s translation). 

!e king must do three things with one purpose, and 

that purpose will result in $ve bene$ts for Israel. !e 

three things the king is to do are: $rst, write out his 

own personal copy of the Torah scroll (17:18); second, 

keep it with him (17:19a); and third, read it all his 

days (17:19b). !e one main purpose of these activi-

ties is “to learn to fear Yahweh his God” (17:19c). !e 

study of the Torah is intended to produce a king who 

fears Yahweh. 

!e king’s fear of Yahweh will produce #ve bene#ts 

in Israel. First, the king will “keep all the words of this 

Torah” (Deut 17:19d). Every Israelite will bene#t from 

all the words of Torah being kept (Prov 29:2). !e soci-

ety will be just (Prov 29:4). Fraud and corruption will 

be punished (Prov 29:12). Faithfulness and honesty 

and righteousness will be rewarded (Prov 20:26). Sec-

ond, the king will do the statutes (Deut 17:19), which 

like the keeping of Torah makes life good for everyone 

(Prov 20:8). !ird, the king who fears Yahweh will be 

humble—his heart will not be exalted over his broth-

ers (Deut 17:20). A just society is endangered by rulers 

who think they are superior to other human beings, and 

who may begin to think they are above God’s law. !e 

fear of Yahweh will produce humility in the heart of 

the king, preventing all manner of arrogant abuse of 

God’s people (Prov 28:5). Fourth, the king who fears 

Yahweh will not turn from the commandment to the 

right or the le$ (Deut 17:20). It is easy to imagine how 

deviation from the balance of Torah will favor some and 

disadvantage others, but the king who fears Yahweh will 

neither cultivate nor allow such abuses. Fi$h, the king 

who fears Yahweh will reign long in the land, doing all 

the law will entail obedience to the instruction of Moses 

to teach the Torah to his sons, which will ensure future 

kings who will also seek what is righteous (Prov 20:28; 

25:5; 29:14). 

There are several significant points of contact 

between Deuteronomy 6:4–9 and 17:18–20. First, the 

verb used to describe the “repeating” of the words that 

fathers are to do in 6:7 is from the same root as the noun 

used to describe the “copy” of the Torah the king is to 

make. Fathers are to “repeat” the words to their sons, 

and the king is to make a “repeat” of Torah. Obviously, 

the content of what fathers will be repeating and what 

the king will be making a repeat of is the same: the word 

of God. Second, Deuteronomy 6:7 instructs fathers to 

repeat the words to their sons at the bookends of the 

days, and at every opportunity between those book-

ends. This kind of constant reference to the Torah is 

also in view in Deuteronomy 17:19’s instructions for 

the king to keep his own repeat of the Torah “with him” 

and to read it “all the days of his life.” !ird, the goal of 

Deuteronomy 17:18–20 is precisely what 6:6 described, 

for the word of God to be on the king’s heart. Fourth, 

in the near context of Deuteronomy 6:4–9, fathers are 

exhorted in 6:2 to fear Yahweh with their sons and 

grandsons so that they may keep the law and lengthen 

their days in the land. This material in Deuteronomy 

6:2 is repeated in 17:19, where kings are to fear Yahweh 

so that they will keep the Torah and lengthen their days 

and the days of their sons (cf. also 5:16). 

Deuteronomy 6 and 17 have the same goal: to cre-

ate a people on whose heart is God’s Torah. Israel as a 

nation takes up Adam’s role to cover the dry lands with 

Yahweh’s glory, justice, mercy, goodness, truth, and righ-

teousness. !e king of Israel is the primary agent that 

Yahweh uses to accomplish this program. He leads Israel 

to become a just and good society by knowing God and 

God’s word and cultivating a society in which Yahweh 

rules through his word. !e king is an exemplar for the 

rest of the men of the nation.9 Every father in Israel is 

to follow the king’s example of being a man who knows 

and loves Yahweh, on whose heart is Yahweh’s word, and 

who is teaching Yahweh’s word to those in his care. !e 

king is like the father to the nation. He leads his family 

to love Yahweh by obeying his word, and all the fathers 

of Israel were to follow his example. We turn now to 
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the way Solomon lives out these principles, typifying a 

future king greater than Solomon. 
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Solomon is an example of obedience to Deuteron-

omy 6:7 and 17:18–20 in the book of Proverbs, which 

opens with the heading, “!e proverbs of Solomon, son 

of David, king of Israel” (Prov 1:1; cf. 10:1; 25:1). Solo-

mon is constantly addressing his son or sons (e.g., 4:1) in 

the book of Proverbs, and he twice addresses his words 

to “my son” in Proverbs 3 (3:1, 21). !e addresses to “my 

son” in 3:1 and 3:21 each open sections that have points 

of contact with Deuteronomy 6 and emphasize the bless-

ing of living wisely in the fear of Yahweh as the Torah 

teaches: 3:1–12 and 3:21–35. Between these two sec-

tions on the Torah are two sections on wisdom in 3:13–

18 and 3:19–20. !e passage has a chiastic structure:

3:1–12: Embrace the Torah

    3:13–18: Wisdom Gives Happiness

    3:19–20; Yahweh Created by Wisdom

3:21–35: Live out the Torah

There are so many connections between Proverbs 

3 and Deuteronomy 6 and 17 that I will simply list 

some of the most prominent examples in the order they 

appear in Proverbs 3: 

King Solomon models for the nation the pattern of all 

Table: "e In#uence of Deuteronomy 6 and 17 on Proverbs 3

 Proverbs 3 Deuteronomy 6 Deuteronomy 17

 3:1 “My son” 6:2 “your son’ 17:20 “his sons”

  6:7 “young son”

 3:1 “let your heart keep by 6:6 “these words which I 17:19 “it shall be with him”

 commands: command you…on your

  heart:

 3:2 “length of days and 6:2 lengthen your days” 17:20 lengthen days”

 years of life

 3:16 “length of days”

 3:3 “bind them [love and 6:8 “bind them [these

 truth] on your neck” words] as a sign on your

  hand

 3:5 “trust in Yahweh with all 6:5 “love Yahweh with all

 your heart” your heart”

 3:6 “in all your ways know 6:7 “talk about them… 17:19 “he shall read in it all

 him” when you walk in the way” the days of his life”

 3:17 wisdom’s “ways” are

 pleasant

 3:23 “then you will walk

 safely in your way”

 3:7 “Do not be wise in your  17:19 “lest his heart be

 own eyes”  exalted over his brothers”

 3:7 “fear Yahweh” 6:2 “fear Yahweh” 17:19 “fear Yahweh”

 3:14 wisdom better pro$t  17:17 “silver and gold he

 than silver or gold  shall not multiply for himself

   in excess”
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 3:21 “My son, do not let 6:8 “they shall be as

 them [wisdom and frontlets between your

 discretion] depart from your eyes”

 eyes”

 3:23-24 “walk in your 6:7 talk about them…

 way…when you lie down…” when you walk in the way,

  and when you lie down”

good teachers in the book of Proverbs. He obeys God’s 

word. He reformulates the teaching of God’s word in 

new and memorable ways. He advocates the joys and 

blessings of obedience and illustrates the pain and 

anguish that will inevitably result from disobedience. 
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Moses did not summon Israel to obey because he was 

teaching a law-based religion. As in the New Testament, 

love for God is demonstrated by obedience. Neither are 

the laws of Moses a step-ladder into heaven. Many of 

these laws would not make sense to any earthly-minded 

person. Release debts in the seventh year, for example? 

!at does not sound like good economic policy, but it is 

what Moses commands in Deuteronomy 15:1. In Prov-

erbs 3:5–6, Solomon urges his son, and all Israel, to trust 

Yahweh rather than their own understanding when they 

confront such instances. In Deuteronomy 15:9–10, 

Moses warns Israel not to see the seventh year coming 

and stop making loans. In Proverbs 3:9 Solomon urges 

his son and Israel to honor Yahweh with wealth, and in 

3:28 he teaches not to defer giving help to a neighbor to 

a more advantageous time. Solomon is obeying Moses 

by teaching Torah to his son in pursuit of a just society 

that shines with the very glory of God. 

Supreme concern for Yahweh will prompt fathers 

to teach their sons, and the relationship cannot be 

reversed. Exalting sons over Yahweh would break the 

#rst commandment, with the result that teaching the 

commandments to sons would uncomfortably expose 

hypocrisy. Whole-life love for Yahweh will result in his 

commandments being on the heart, but this relation-

ship cannot be reversed either. Devotion to the com-

mandments divorced from love for Yahweh also breaks 

the #rst commandment, leading only to a condemning 

sense of onerous duty. !ese laws can only be ful#lled 

by those who are dominated by the reality that Yah-

weh alone is God, consumed with a love for him that 

#nds expression in desire to please him, commitment 

to obeying him, and the constant occupation of mind, 

heart, and imagination with the wonder of who he is. 

In short, only those who live to worship Yahweh as an 

expression of love for him—those who trust him more 

than what they see with their eyes—will have the law on 

their hearts, teach it to their children, bind it on their 

hands, frontlet it to their eyes, and write it on doorpost 

and gate. 

The teaching of children in Israel was to result in 

coming generations worshiping the Lord for his strong 

hand of deliverance at the exodus from Egypt (Exod 

13:14), for his righteousness (Ps 22:31), and for the 

glory of God on display in Jerusalem (48:13). As a 

result, generation after generation would be told the 

glorious deeds of Yahweh (78:4), that they might know 

him and sing his praise to their children (78:6), “so that 

a people yet to be created may praise Yahweh” (102:18).
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 8See the de$nition of “culture” provided by David F. 

Wells (God in the Wasteland:  e Reality of Truth in a 

World of Fading Dreams [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1994], 200): “the set of shared values that are held to 

prescribe what is normal in a society.”
 9See Jamie A. Grant,  e King As Exemplar:  e Func-

tion of Deuteronomy’s Kingship Law in the Shaping of 

the Book of Psalms, Academia Biblica (Atlanta: Soci-

ety of Biblical Literature, 2004).
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“It’s Sunday Schools!” he told me. “!ey’ve destroyed 

the faith of children!” Such was the assertion made 

to me by a father in San Antonio. 

Over a plate of Italian food, this man 

proceeded to o*er a brief historical 

sketch of what he saw as the system-

atic removal of parental responsibil-

ity for the discipleship of children. 

!is happened, he believed, because 

churches have institutionalized chil-

dren’s programming. 

To be sure, this well-meaning man 

did make some good points about the 

impotence of many men in the spiri-

tual leadership of their households. At 

the same time, is church-based chil-

dren’s programming really to blame 

for this impotency? And is the abo-

lition of Sunday School really the 

answer? !e man’s analysis seemed, at 

best, like an extreme and reactionary 

response to a problem that is much 

broader than a congregation’s Sunday School or chil-

dren’s programs.

Since that conversation several years ago, I have been 

pleased to see the publication of many more resources 

devoted to a thoughtful discussion of the role of fami-

lies and churches in the Christian nurture of children. 

!is chapter is part of that ongoing conversation. My 

purpose is to investigate the New Testament and other 

writings from the #rst three centuries of Christian faith, 

asking the question, “How, during this time period, did 

discipleship occur in the context of Christian families—

or did it? What were the expectations for Christian 

training in the household? And how did the community 

of faith partner with believing households?”
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!e inspired authors of the New Testament wrote 

within the framework of a foundational story—a “meta-

narrative”—that they assumed on the basis of the Old 

Testament and the teachings of Jesus. It is possible to 

summarize the major movements of this metanarra-

tive under four headings: creation, fall, redemption, 

and consummation. To understand the perspective of 

the earliest Christians on parent-child relations, let’s 

#rst look together at what early Christians—not only 
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the New Testament authors but also the ante-Nicene 

fathers, from the #rst three centuries of Christianity—

assumed about families in light of the four movements 

of this divine metanarrative.
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Early Christian writers consistently assumed that 

God created the entire world good and that family 

relationships are intrinsic to that creational order (see, 

for example, 1 Tim 2:13-15).1 Unless they possess the 

rare supernatural gi$ of singleness, men and women are 

expected to marry (Matt 19:12; 1 Cor 7:2-7). Except for 

the believer’s loyalty to God, the marriage relationship 

is to be unrivaled in intimacy and mutual commitment 

(Gen 2:24; Matt 19:5-6; Eph 5:31). Fundamental to 

this expectation within the created order is the respon-

sibility of parents to bear and to care for children—feed-

ing them, clothing them, disciplining them, instructing 

them, and ultimately blessing them as they leave to form 

their own families (Isa 49:15; Matt 7:9-11; Gal 4:1-2; 2 

Cor 12:14; 1 Tim 5:8-14). Adult children live with an 

obligation to care for ill or aging parents (1 Tim 5:4). 

So prevalent were these assumptions in early Chris-

tianity that Christian writers repeatedly appealed to 

these tangible realities as analogies for spiritual matters 

(see, for example, Matt 7:11; 1 !ess 2:7, 11-12; 1 Tim 

1:2; Philem 1:10). In his teachings, Jesus assumed this 

creation-based reality of family. For example, in Mat-

thew 7:11, Jesus declared, “If you then, who are evil, 

know how to give good gifts to your children, how 

much more will your Father who is in heaven give good 

things to those who ask him!” Notice how, even in a 

world stained by sin, Jesus assumed a benevolent paren-

tal attitude towards children—an attitude that seems to 

be rooted in creational structures. Similarly, early Chris-

tian writers assumed the universal obligation of children 

to obey even while admitting the undisputed reality of 

their disobedience (see, for example, Heb 12:5-11).
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Early Christian writers also consistently a%rmed the 

brokenness of the present world order. Due to the rebel-

lion of our #rst parents, all creation groans beneath the 

weight of sin (Gen 3:1-24; Rom 8:20-22). Sometimes, 

people talk about coming from “dysfunctional fami-

lies.” !e reality is that, because of sin, we are all “dys-

functional” at the deepest level. Disharmony in family 

relationships is a sign of our fallenness. Children are exas-

perating and disobedient (Mark 13:12; 1 Tim 1:9; 2 Tim 

3:2). Parents are harsh, neglectful, even evil (Isa 49:15; 

Col 3:21; 1 Tim 5:8)—all because our world is broken.

Because of the brokenness of our world, family 

members do not do naturally what they ought to do. 

Members of Christian families must be instructed and 

trained in their obligations to one another. Husbands 

and wives must be reminded to love their spouses and 

children in Christ-honoring ways (Eph 5:22-33; Titus 

2:4). In a world untainted by sin, such obligations 

would have been natural and spontaneous; now, such 

God-honoring behavior is impossible apart from the 

regenerative work of the Holy Spirit. Even born-again 

believers must be renewed daily through the applica-

tion of God’s Word to their hearts by the Holy Spirit. A 

sixteenth-century pastor named Martin Luther had this 

to say about the sel#sh tendency of a fallen man when 

he considers his familial duties:

Our natural reason . . . takes a look at married 

life . . . and says, “Alas, must I rock the baby, wash 

its diapers, make its bed, smell its stench, stay up 

nights with it, take care of it when it cries, heal its 

rashes and sores, and on top of that care for my 

wife, provide for her, labor at my trade, take care 

of this and take care of that, do this and do that, 

endure this and endure that, and whatever else 

of bitterness and drudgery married life involves? 

What, should I make such a prisoner of myself ? 

O you poor, wretched fellow, have you taken a 

wife? [Woe, woe] upon such wretchedness and 

bitterness! It is better to remain free and lead a 

peaceful, carefree life; I will become a priest or a 

nun and compel my children to do likewise.”

Luther then showed how a Christian might look at the 

same mundane tasks of family life through the eyes of 

faith:

What then does Christian faith say to this? It 
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opens its eyes, looks upon all these insigni#cant, 

distasteful, and despised duties in the Spirit, and 

is aware that they are all adorned with divine 

approval as with the costliest gold and jewels. 

It says, “O God, because I am certain that you 

have created me as a man and have from my body 

begotten this child, I also know for a certainty 

that it meets with your perfect pleasure. I confess 

to you that I am not worthy to rock the little baby 

or to wash its diapers, or to be entrusted with the 

care of the child and its mother. How is it that I, 

without any merit, have come to this distinction 

of being certain that I am serving your creature 

and your most precious will? O how gladly will 

I do so, though the duties should be even more 

insigni#cant and despised! Neither frost not heat, 

neither drudgery nor labor, will distress or dis-

suade me, for I am certain that it is thus pleasing 

in your sight.”2

Family life exposes our own sinful tendencies and 

forces us to deal with the sins of people around us. As 

a result, family life can result not only in great joy but 

also in great frustration (see 1 Cor 7:28). 

Yes, children are a wonderful blessing from the 

Lord! (Ps 127:3-5). Yet anyone who has spent any time 

with children must also agree that these blessings can 

sometimes be quite exasperating. “Every child is some-

times infuriating,” C. S. Lewis observed, “[and] most 

children are not infrequently odious.”3 Sociological 

studies report that many men #nd the addition of small 

children to the household to be a disheartening rela-

tional and emotional challenge. One researcher discov-

ered that some of the angriest people in society were 

parents with small children.4 It is helpful to acknowl-

edge openly these e&ects of the Fall, particularly in the 

context of the community of faith. Otherwise, Chris-

tian parents may #nd themselves struggling silently in 

daily failure and frustration, unwilling to seek help and 

unable to see their struggles in light of God’s grace and 

the ultimate promise of a new creation.
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!e inspired authors of the New Testament present 

the Gospel of Jesus as the ful#llment of God’s promise 

to establish a new covenant with his people, to write his 

truth on their hearts, and to place his Spirit within them 

( Jer 31:31; Ezek 36:24-27; Luke 22:20). On the cross, 

Jesus endured God’s judgment for the sins of human-

ity; through his resurrection, Jesus initiated God’s new 

creation. Part of his ongoing restoration of the created 

order includes the restoration of proper relationships 

between parents and children. Regarding John the Bap-

tist, Luke reported that the herald of the new covenant 

would “go before [the Messiah] in the spirit and power 

of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their chil-

dren, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to 

make ready for the Lord a people prepared” (Luke 1:17).

By faith, all redeemed persons—Jews and Gentiles 

alike—become members of God’s family and heirs of the 

promises made to Abraham (Gal 3:29). As children of 

Abraham through faith, early Christians embraced the 

Old Testament Scriptures as their Bible (1 Tim 4:13;  

2 Tim 3:16). !ey viewed passages in the Old Testament 

about the importance of parents passing on spiritual 

truth to their children (Gen 18:19; Deut 6:4-9; 32:46) 

as authoritative divine instruction. !e “newness” of the 

new covenant was found in the Messiah’s consummated 

work of salvation and in the regenerative work in the 

Spirit—not in any radical alterations in parent-child 

relationships.
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Biological and adoptive family relations, while vitally 

important in this life, are not eternal. Jesus made it clear 

that, in the new heavens and earth, marriages will no 

longer mark our existence; all believers will be “like the 

angels in heaven” (Matt 22:30). If our children stand 

beside us in eternity, it will not be as our children but as 

our blood-redeemed brothers and sisters (Rev 7:9-12). 

Even as parents rightly pour out their lives in caring for 

their children, they must realize that what matters eter-

nally is that their children know and love the Lord. !e 

category of biological lineage or legal progeny will fade 

into insigni#cance at the dawning of eternity (Matt 3:9). 

Even in this life, foundational family loyalties must 

pale in comparison to our ultimate loyalty to the triune 

God. Jesus said, “If anyone comes to me and does not 
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hate his own father and mother and wife and children 

and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he 

cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26).5 This does not 

absolve believing parents of their responsibility to train 

their children in the fear of God; it does mean that 

every aspect of parenting is to be undertaken in light of 

a greater allegiance to the glory of God.
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Beyond the overarching contours of the divine 

metanarrative, what explicit New Testament instruc-

tions do we #nd addressed to parents? !e New Testa-

ment authors regularly remind parents of their basic 

creational obligation to nurture and to love their chil-

dren (Col 3:21; 1 Tim 2:15; 5:8). This included an 

apparent assumption that Christian fathers should dis-

cipline their children for wrongdoings (Heb 12:9).
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One of the New Testament quali#cations for men 

to be elders or deacons in the church is the capacity to 

manage a household well (1 Tim 3:4-5, 12; Titus 1:6). 

!is does not mean that fathers can somehow force their 

children become believers.6 It does mean that, as long as 

their children are living in their households, elders and 

deacons must discipline and love their children so that 

their families maintain orderly and respectful household 

environments. !is is not merely a suggestion for elders 

and deacons; it is an essential expectation for their role.
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Throughout the New Testament, the inspired 

authors consistently assumed that believers would be 

eager and able to spread the good news of Jesus (Matt 

28:18-20; Eph 6:15-17; Phil 2:16; Col 4:6; 1 !ess 4:12; 

1 Pet 2:9-12).7 At one point, Paul spoke of the loving 

concern that he expected a believing spouse to have for 

the salvation of a non-believing husband or wife (1 Cor 

7:12-16). !ough it is rarely mentioned in any explicit 

way, part of the deep love that parents have for children 

includes a desire for them to know and to respond to the 

Gospel—a concern that a Christian is always to have for 

all persons (1 Cor 10:33—11:1). !e New Testament 

passage which speaks most clearly about this spiritual 

concern of a parent for child is Ephesians 6:4: “Fathers, 

do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them 

up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.”

In looking at this text, one must #rst note that Paul 

singled out the father as primarily responsible for his 

children’s moral and spiritual care. !is focus on fathers 

does not exclude mothers; it does, however, highlight 

the biblical headship of the husband—a theme reiter-

ated throughout Scripture (Eph 5:22-23). A father is 

uniquely responsible to God for his children.

Early Christians did possess some practical parental 

instructions in Proverbs and other Old Testament texts 

(for examples, see Deut 6:4-9; Prov 13:24; 19:18; 22:15). 

Particularly in the New Testament, however, the instruc-

tions for parents tend to be more general.8As a result, 

these inspired instructions are equally applicable in oral 

and written cultures—in environments with a wealth of 

Christian resources as well as those with almost none. In 

one setting, a father might ful#ll Ephesians 6:4 by shar-

ing the stories about Jesus that he himself has learned 

orally while he and his son work side-by-side in a #eld. 

In another setting, a father might warn or encourage his 

daughter via a timely text message sent to her cell phone. 

In yet another time or place, a father might employ pup-

pets or songs or a family project to present the truths of 

the Bible in a creative and winsome manner. !e biblical 

principle of Ephesians 6:4 allows a broad range of pos-

sible expressions. What remains the same, regardless of 

context or culture, is that God has called parents—and 

particularly fathers—to function as primary faith-train-

ers in their children’s lives.

In the narrative of Acts, the reports of household 

conversions highlight the importance of parents pass-

ing on the faith to their children. In three separate 

instances, a father’s initial interest in the Christian faith 

resulted in his entire family responding to the Gospel 

(Acts 10:1-2; 16:31-33; 18:8). !e biblical descriptions 

of what the persons in the household actually did—they 

heard, received, and believed the proclaimed message—

suggest that infants were not included among the bap-

tized members of the household.9 What is clear in Acts 

is the foundational role of a father in guiding his family 
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toward Christian. In one instance where no father is 

mentioned, the mother takes on this foundational role 

(Acts 16:1-3, 15). Other texts that identify households 

by husband or wife—perhaps indicating which person 

was the initial believer—further highlight the founda-

tional spiritual role of parents (1 Cor 1:11, 16; 16:15-

16; 2 Tim 1:5).
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Paul was realistic about the challenge of sinful 

fathers raising sinful children. One natural reaction to 

the demands of raising a child is frustration or anger, 

which may in turn provoke a similar response in the 

child (see also Col 3:21). Apart from the renewing work 

of God’s Spirit, sinful fathers are likely to leave a legacy 

of emotionally abused and resentful children. Empow-

ered by God’s Spirit, however, not only can Christian 

fathers not provoke their children, but they can even 

“bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the 

Lord.”10 Paul did not provide step-by-step details for 

bringing up children “in the discipline and instruc-

tion of the Lord.” The text does clearly indicate that 

Christian fathers should train their children in Gospel-

centered spiritual truths (“instruction”), as well as pro-

viding discipline that is shaped by the character of Jesus 

(“of the Lord”). 
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!e primary explicit instruction given to children 

in the New Testament is that children must obey their 

parents (Eph 6:1). In Colossians 3:20-21, Paul even 

declared, “Children, obey your parents in everything, 

for this pleases the Lord.” (In telling children to obey 

their parents in “everything,” Paul was, of course, using 

hyperbole. !e apostle was not commanding children to 

obey instructions that were iniquitous or ridiculous.)11 

Similarly, in Ephesians 6:1-3, Paul wrote: “Children, 

obey your parents in the Lord for this is right. ‘Honor 

your father and mother’ (this is the first command-

ment with a promise), ‘that it may go well with you 

and that you may live long in the land.’” Paul quali#ed 

this exhortation with the prepositional phrase, “in the 

Lord.” What Paul seems to have been saying was that 

obedience to parents is always informed by the lordship 

of The Messiah and that bowing one’s will to parents 

is ultimately an expression of bowing one’s knee to the 

Lord. Paul le$ no room for ambiguity. Obeying one’s 

parents “is right.” 

By quoting Exodus 20:12, Paul reminded his readers 

that this obedience stands in continuity with expecta-

tions for families in the Old Testament. But there is this 

di&erence: Empowered by God’s Spirit, New Testament 

believers can fulfill what was previously impossible. 

Believing children can honor their parents and experi-

ence both eternal and temporal blessings.

Later in the New Testament, Paul reminded Timo-

thy, a young man who came from a household with a 

believing mother, to treasure the spiritual legacy that  

he had received through his mother and grandmother  

(2 Tim 1:5-6). Paul’s conversation with Timothy reminds 

Christian parents today what a privilege they have in set-

ting the spiritual course for their children’s lives.
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New Testament instructions to parents and children 

were #rst communicated orally to an assembled body 

of believers. !e presence of direct commands to chil-

dren in the texts (Eph 6:1; Col 3:20-21) suggests that 

children of various ages and varying commitments were 

present with their parents. Both parents and children 

received instructions in the presence of one another and 

in the presence of the community of faith.

But how did early Christians cooperate and share in 

the training of one another’s children? !e text of the 

New Testament does not explicitly provide this infor-

mation. Believers did, however, regularly meet for fel-

lowship and worship in one another’s homes as well as 

sacri#cially sharing material resources (Acts 2:44-47). 

Such habits would, at the very least, provide a winsome 

context for the children in attendance. If pagan guests 

could visit a Christian gathering and exclaim, “God is 

really among you,” (1 Cor 14:25), certainly children in 

regular attendance could be expected to do the same. If 

the non-believing outsider could look at the followers 

of Jesus and say, “See how they love one another” ( John 

13:35), certainly the child of Christian parents could be 
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expected to reach the same judgment.

While the New Testament clearly assigns parents the 

primary role of managing and instructing their house-

holds, biblical authors also recognized that God gi$s 

speci#c people within the local community of faith to 

instruct and to shepherd the congregation (Eph 4:11; 

1 Tim 3:2). Every man is called to shepherd his fam-

ily (Eph 5:25-29; 6:4), but not every man is gifted in 

quite the same way to function in the role of a teacher. 

In some cases, persons other than elders are gifted to  

teach within in the community of faith (Col 3:16; Heb 

5:12; James 3:1). !e recognition of such gi$ing within 

the broader community suggests that children might 

bene#t from gathering to receive teaching from God-

gifted instructors other than their parents. In some 

cases, these gatherings might occur in age-organized 

contexts.
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In the Christian writings that followed the New Tes-

tament era, the instructions for parents are similar to 

the ones found in the New Testament. Early Christian 

leaders reminded husbands and wives of their obligation 

to love one another, to live in orderly households, and to 

love their children.12 
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Over and over, parents were called to train their chil-

dren in the Christian faith:

Let our children receive the instruction that is 

in Christ: let them learn how strong humility is 

before God, what pure love is able to accomplish 

before God, how the fear of him is good and great 

and saves all those who live in it in holiness with a 

pure mind. (1 Clement 21:8)13

Fathers, “bring up your children in the nurture 

and admonition of the Lord” and teach them the 

Holy Scriptures, and also trades, that they may 

not indulge in idleness. Now the Scripture says, 

“A righteous father educates his children well; his 

heart shall rejoice in a wise son.” (Ignatius, To the 

Philadelphians, 4:5)14

You shall not abort a child nor, again, commit 

infanticide. You must not withhold your hand 

from your son or daughter, but from their youth 

you shall teach them the fear of God (Epistle of 

Barnabas 19:5)

[Christians] marry just like everyone else, and 

they have children, but they do not cast out their 

o&spring. (Epistle to Diognetus, 5:6)

!en instruct your wives to continue in the faith 

delivered to them and in love and purity, cherish-

ing their own husbands in all #delity and loving 

all others equally in all chastity, and to teach their 

children with instruction that leads to the fear of 

God. (Polycarp, To the Philippians, 4:2)

You shall not withhold your hand from your son 

or your daughter, but from their youth you shall 

teach them the fear of God. (Didache 4:9).

As in Ephesians 6:4, these texts do not provide step-

by-step instructions for the parental discipleship of 

children. Yet parents are presented with a fundamental 

obligation to function as primary faith-trainers in their 

children’s lives. 

!is second-century account of martyrdom makes it 

clear that early Christian parents did impress vital theo-

logical truths on their children:

A man called Paeon stood up and said, “I also 

am a Christian.”

!e prefect Rusticus said: “Who taught you?”

Paeon said, “I received from my parents this 

good confession”

Euelpistus said, “I listened indeed gladly to the 

words of Justin, but I too received Christian-

ity from my parents.”

!e prefect Rusticus said, “Where are your 

parents?”

Eulpistus said: “In Cappadocia.”

Rusticus said to Hierax: “Where are your 

parents?”

He answered, saying, “Our true father is Christ, 

and our mother our faith in him. My earthly 
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parents are dead, and I was dragged away 

from Iconium in Phrygia before coming 

hither.”15

As in Paul’s letter to Ephesus, early Christian writers 

do not provide speci$c examples of how children must 

be instructed. Yet the basic obligation remains clear. 

Just as the earliest Christians in the post-New Testa-

ment period found di*erent ways to convey the faith 

to their children, so today, believers in varying cultures 

and with diverse educational backgrounds will $nd 

di*erent ways to convey the gospel to their children in 

winsome and faithful ways.
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When parents failed to heed their obligation to 

pass on the “good confession” of a living faith to their 

children, the results could be disastrous. !e unknown 

author of a second-century text known as Shepherd 

of Hermas recognized the tragedy of such failures. 

!roughout this document, a divine messenger upbraids 

Hermas—the Christian man addressed in the text—for 

his failure to provide spiritual leadership for his family:

God is angry with you . . . in order that you may 

convert your family, which has sinned against the 

Lord and against you, their parents. But you are 

so fond of your children that you have not cor-

rected your family, but have allowed it to become 

terribly corrupt. This is why the Lord is angry 

with you. But he will heal all your past deeds that 

have been done by your family, for because of 

their sins and transgressions you have been cor-

rupted by the cares of this life. (Shepherd of Her-

mas: Vision 1:3:1)16

When children failed to obey their parents, such fail-

ure was viewed concurrently as disobedience to God, 

with temporal and eternal consequences.17
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In writings from the #rst three centuries of Christi-

anity, children were addressed alongside their parents, 

reminding us that children were part of Christian gath-

erings.18 In a few texts, Christian leaders gave general 

exhortations about the importance of training the next 

generation. !e most natural way to read these passages 

is as proclamations addressed primarily to parents. !ese 

passages do not, however, preclude the broader com-

munity’s involvement in children’s discipleship. “Let us 

fear the Lord Jesus Christ, whose blood was given for 

us,” Clement of Rome urged his entire congregation 

in the late #rst century. “Let us respect our leaders; let 

us honor the older men; let us instruct the young with 

instruction that leads to the fear of God.”19 From Clem-

ent’s commands to the believers in Rome, it appears that 

the community of faith bore a corporate responsibility 

to train the young (neoi, no longer children but also not 

yet fully mature). 

Pastors were quite willing to engage personally in 

the spiritual development of young people. According 

to Eusebius of Caesarea (A.D. 260—340), the apostle 

John once entrusted a child to the care of a local elder. 

The young boy was baptized—but then, as a young 

adult, turned astray and joined a gang of thieves. Hear-

ing this, the apostle John mounted a horse and person-

ally pursued the young man into the mountains to call 

him to repentance,20 crying out, “Why, my son, do you 

<ee from me, your own father, unarmed, aged? Pity me, 

my son; fear not; you have still hope of life. I will give 

account to Christ for you. If need be, I will willingly 

endure your death as the Lord su&ered death for us. For 

you, I would give up my life. Stand and believe! Christ 

has sent me!”

By the second and third centuries, the practice of 

infant baptism seems to have been widespread in many 

areas, with baptized children partaking of the Lord’s 

Supper.21 Even if such practices represent well-intended 

misapprehensions of the apostolic understanding of 

baptism, they also demonstrate the early church’s pas-

sion to pass along the Christian faith to the next genera-
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tion. In the third century, Cyprian mentioned a boy of 

unspeci#ed age who served as a lector—a reader of the 

Scriptures—in the church.22-
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“It’s Sunday Schools!” he assured me in that Italian 

restaurant in San Antonio. “!ey’ve destroyed the faith 

of children!”—and he blamed church-based children’s 

programs for the failure of parents to disciple their prog-

eny. And yet, it is clear from the New Testament and 

other early Christian texts that, centuries before Sun-

day Schools even existed, Christian parents struggled 

at times to ful#ll their calling to disciple their children. 

!en, as now, it was not a church program that caused 

the problem or provided the solution. What was needed 

was—and is—to call parents back to the gospel of Jesus 

Christ. As parents live genuine lives of repentance and 

faith together in community with other believers, their 

faith will be both “caught by” and “taught to” the each 

generation. Parents must embrace their roles not only as 

providers and disciplinarians but also as primary disci-

ple-makers in their children’s lives.
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A growing body of material explores and discusses 

family ministry. A cursory review of this material 

reveals that many exponents of family ministry tend 

to justify their stance primarily by appealing to Old 

Testament texts. At my own college 

Psalm 78 is a particular favorite:

He decreed statutes for Jacob 

and established the law in 

Israel, which he commanded 

our forefathers to teach their 

children, so that the next gen-

eration would know them, even 

the children yet to be born, and 

they in turn would tell their 

children. !en they would put 

their trust in God and would 

not forget his deeds but would 

keep his commands (verses 

5-7).

Appeals to the New Testament are less frequent and 

tend to be limited to the household codes and to 

Ephesians 6 in particular. 

As such, it is possible that advocates of family min-

istry leave themselves open to the charge that they are 

ignoring or misunderstanding signi#cant developments 

that have taken place across the Testaments. For example, 

it could be argued from Mark 3:31-35 that any focus on 

the family that was apparent from the Old Testament is 

now set aside. Perhaps, in the kingdom of God, family 

boundaries become blurred or erased, like the boundar-

ies between ethnic groups (Eph 2:19) and social posi-

tions (Eph 6:8). Perhaps, when it comes to the matter 

of identifying potential leaders, attention is directed 

toward family life (1 Tim 3:2-5) because families in the 

#rst century functioned like small businesses. !erefore, 

business acumen and managerial skills—not necessarily 

household management—are the qualities that mark out 

individuals for leadership roles in the church. 

There are significant and valuable studies that 

emphasize the importance of family as family.1 What 

has been lacking in many cases has been su%cient explo-

ration of the family in the New Testament. !is article 

seeks to redress that lack by drawing on the letter to the 

Ephesians to suggest that family is still a primary organi-

zational unit in the kingdom of God. 
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We will never fully understand Paul’s ministry in 

Ephesus and his letter to its Christians unless we recog-

nize that Ephesus was a major political center and the 

hub of magical practice. It was in Ephesus that magical 

books amounting to a staggering 50,000 days’ wages were 

burned as evidence of a turning away from magical prac-

tices to Christ the risen and ascended king (Acts 19:19). 

Ephesus is also famous for a great number of magic spells 

and incantations, which use the Ephesia Grammata—

magical terms which were thought to have special power 

to ward o& demons.2 As far as the socio-political climate 

is concerned, Ephesus was on the cusp of receiving the 

title and honor of being recognised as neokoros, home to 

the emperor cult in the provinces of Asia. 
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When the believers in Ephesus publicly burned their 

magic books, they were repudiating their own previ-

ous involvement in magic. To understand Ephesians, 

we need to consider what that involvement in “magic” 

actually entailed.

Luke’s account of the book burning is sandwiched 

between his accounts of the seven sons of Sceva (19:14-

17) and the incident concerning the worship of Arte-

mis (19:23-41). It may be that these two passages are 

arranged deliberately to help us to understand what sort 

of thing is being repudiated. We will examine #rst the 

Artemis cult, which was focused on Ephesus,3 and then 

return to the incident involving the sons of the Jewish 

chief priest.

The goddess Artemis was said to have been born 

near the city of Ephesus.4 She was, for that reason, the 

natural choice for the patron deity of the city.5 !e city 

was her temple keeper (Acts 19:35); in other words, the 

city as a whole recognized its right and privilege to pro-

tect and to administrate the temple and its services. 

The corollary is that the goddess was “Artemis of the 

Ephesians” (Acts 19:28). She was concerned for the city, 

protected forti#cations and ensured the city’s welfare. 

She could be depended on to do so as long as the city 

continued to honor her.6

Strabo wrote that Artemis was so named because 

she was able to make people artemeas—safe and sound 

(Geog. 14:1:6). She was not only willing to keep her 

people safe but she was also able to help them.7 She was 

worshipped as the “queen of heaven” who was “supreme 

in power and place.”8 !e many-breasted goddess was 

duly represented as wearing a necklace of zodiacal sym-

bols to demonstrate her power and authority over the 

forces of fate. This promise of power was claimed for 

many of the deities worshipped in the mystery religions, 

but only Artemis is depicted as superior to astrological 

fate, able even to raise to life someone who had died.9

!e unsurpassed power attributed to her may help 

to explain her popularity in a city that was a center 

for magic. Artemis was goddess of the underworld10 

and could be called on to exercise her authority even 

over demons. !e Ephesia grammata were sometimes 

engraved on her image; magical papyri, which employ 

these letters, have been found using Artemis’ name or 

her various epithets. It seems clear that, at the time of 

Paul, Artemis worship would have involved compo-

nents that fell within the categories of Hellenistic magi-

cal practices.

Given the prevalence of magical practice and belief 

within the New Testament world11 it is not surprising to 

#nd it within popular expressions of Judaism. Neither 

should it surprise us to #nd that phylacteries, which had 

been originally ordained as tangible reminders of God’s 

word and promises (Deut 6:9; 11:18), were being worn 

as charms and talismans to protect against evil.12 !ere 

was in fact a high regard for Jewish magic. Betz goes so 

far as to say that Jewish magic was “famous”.13

So we #nd a Roman proconsul in Paphos with a Jew-

ish sorcerer amongst his retinue. In particular Jewish 

names for God and names of angels derived from Jewish 

tradition regularly appear in magical texts and particu-

larly those concerned with exorcism.14 Many amulets 

found in the region around Ephesus were found with 

distinctly Jewish elements on them; magic parapherna-

lia at Pergamum bore the name of Solomon.15

Artemis was, in some sense, perceived to be a 

mother to the Ephesians. Certainly she was thought 

to be responsible for keeping them safe, and her many-

breasted images presuppose that her power is displayed 

in some kind of a maternal way. Yet as long as we think 

of the background simply in terms of gods, angels, and 
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magic we will miss important dimensions of the text.
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Hellenistic magical practices focused on Artemis of 

the Ephesians provide an important lens through which 

we ought to understand the background to Paul’s teaching 

in Ephesians. Yet there is a second lens that we also need 

to bring matters into full focus: that of the imperial cult.

Artemis worship was prominent in Ephesus, and 

many Ephesians revered her. Still, for all her greatness 

and alleged power she, like they, was subject to the 

Roman authorities. Epigraphic evidence from the #rst 

century B.C. suggests that the Roman senate needed 

to authorize temple activities. We know from Tacitus 

that, on one occasion at least, Tiberius threatened to 

act against the cult (Annales 3:61). Closer to our period 

there is epigraphic evidence to suggest that Tiberius’s 

threat was not an idle one. In the middle of the first 

century A.D., proconsuls were able to act both for and 

against the Artemis cult.16 At the end of the #rst century 

the six elders (kouretes) of the temple are all introduced 

with the designation philosebastoi (“emperor-lovers”) in 

an attempt, it seems, to secure approval from the Roman 

authorities.17 For all her epithets, for all the boasting 

done on behalf of Artemis, it is the worship of the 

emperor that was increasingly moving towards center 

stage throughout the #rst century A.D. 

Just before the beginning of the first century an 

Augusteum was erected inside the temple of Artemis 

to facilitate emperor worship there.18 By the end of the 

same century, marked at its beginning by Jesus’ birth 

and its end by the apostle John’s death, Ephesus had at 

last won the right to host Emperor worship in its own 

purposefully-constructed temple. In the Gospels it is the 

Jewish leadership that is presented as posing a menace 

to Jesus’ mission. In Revelation emperor worship is the 

major threat to an organized and public Christian pres-

ence in the Roman province of Asia. In Ephesians Paul 

begins to meet and to counter that threat.
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Paul’s correspondence to the Ephesians is fairly gen-

eral in nature. Even though Paul spent more than three 

years in the city we do not find lists of people whom 

he greets as he does in other places. !is, together with 

the fact that some of the older and more reliable manu-

scripts do not include the words “in Ephesus,”19 has led 

some to suggest that the document we know as Eph-

esians was originally written to be read by a number 

of the Asian churches (as the Colossian Christians are 

asked to pass on their letter to the Laodiceans and to 

make sure that they in turn get the letter which was sent 

to Laodicea, Col. 4:16). Later it became associated with 

the Christian community at Ephesus, perhaps because 

Ephesus was the principal city of the province, or per-

haps because they found it particularly helpful and 

so claimed it as their own. Regardless of the intended 

audience, the kind of magical belief and practice that 

we have identi#ed at Ephesus was not con#ned to the 

city itself but exerted its influence throughout the 

province. Likewise the clear and present danger posed 

by the establishment of emperor worship would be a 

concern for all seven churches listed in Revelation. !e 

background work we have done in examining the situ-

ation at Ephesus will be seen to be directly relevant to 

the encouragement and challenge which Paul brings 

his readers.

Ben Witherington III has identified Ephesians as 

a homily rather than a letter. He means by this that 

its function is more to inform and to inspire than to 

instruct the recipients about how to deal with the 

problems that they face. He points in particular to the 

sections within the document that extol the value and 

virtues of what it means to be in Christ.20 He goes on to 

discuss key characteristics of epideictic rhetoric and to 

show how they are featured in Ephesians.21 He notes, for 

example, how the author builds on the foundation that 

has been laid in chapters 1-3 to commend key behaviors 

that are consistent with the values and perspectives that 

he outlined in the #rst half of the address. As such the 

hearers are being asked to stand #rm in behaviors and 

practices to which they have already given themselves 

and of which they have now been reminded, rather than 

being asked to change the way that they live. This is 

entirely consistent with identifying the sermon as epi-

deictic rhetoric.22 

In Ephesians the audience is reminded of the honor 

and privilege that it is to be in Christ. More than that 



__

they are reminded that since all of them—Jew and Gen-

tile, slave and free—come to Christ by the same means 

on the basis of the same event and in doing so submit 

to the same Lord, there can only be one covenant com-

munity. Walls and barriers, which previously divided 

disparate groups, are broken down and destroyed. “In 

him the whole building is joined together and rises to 

become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too 

are being built together to become a dwelling in which 

God lives by his Spirit” (Eph 2:21-22).

Paul ends the #rst part of his sermon with a prayer 

for the recipients that they might participate in all that 

God has called them to be and to do. !e prayer, full 

of praise and adoration, is strongly reminiscent of the 

way the homily began (1:3-14, 15-23). It begins in 3:1 

and is picked up again in 3:14, gradually building to a 

climactic doxology (3:20-21). It gathers the audience 

whose minds may have begun to wander, then excites 

and motivates them press on. It is my desire to focus in 

particular on a single line within the prayer, a line that 

may seem like a “throw-away” which syntactically adds 

almost nothing to the prayer but which theologically is 

crucial: “from whom every family in heaven and upon 

earth is named” (3:15).

Comparison of the main English language versions 

reveals a point of contention in translating the text. !is 

is seen when we compare how the NIV and ESV deal 

with the verse.

NIV: #om whom his whole family in heaven and on 

earth derives its name.

ESV: #om whom every family in heaven and on earth 

is named.

!e di&erence lies in the way the translation teams 

have handled the adjective pasa. !e adjective is used 

together with a noun patria “family.” !e NIV transla-

tion would be preferred if there were an article and if 

the Greek text read pasa hē patria. But there is no article. 

!e verse simply reads pasa patria. !e adjective is fol-

lowed immediately by its noun. In examples like this, 

pasa used in combination with a noun but without an 

article, “every” is the best way to translate the term. 

Having decided upon the most helpful translation of 

the verse, commentaries will generally comment on the 

word play, or paronomasia, involving the like-sounding 

terms patera (“father”, last word of 3:14) and patria 

(“family”, fourth word of 3:15). !ey might also pick up 

on the alliteration with patera, pasa and patria separated 

by only two short particles ex and hou. But little is made 

of the verse and nothing is said about why the author 

might have included it, other than a suggestion that it 

was simply a rhetorical <ourish. Witherington suggests 

that it might be intended to subvert imperial cult rheto-

ric, but does not really develop this thought. It is an idea 

that is worth pursuing.
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Artemis, whose temple overlooked much of the 

city, was presented and commended as a mother to 

the people of Ephesus. !ere is a famous statue of her 

festooned with a number of gourd or balloon shaped 

objects which are commonly assumed to represent 

breasts (#g. 1). It was she who kept the Ephesians safe. 

Paul could have contrasted Artemis’s role as mother 

with God’s role as father. Yet he has not pointed us to 

God as parent in this generic way. Nor has he raised 

the matter of fatherhood in general. !e Greek word 

patrotēs (“fatherhood”) would have worked just as well 

as patria (“family”). Paronomasia and alliteration would 

still be present. Paul has chosen to develop the thought 

of God as father more in terms of family than in terms 

of fatherhood.23 He does this even while there is another 

in Ephesus who makes a similar claim. !e emperor was 

also to be thought of as father.

Figure 1, sketch of statue of Artemis in the Ephesus 

museum

Ephesus was one of a handful of centers across the 

Mediterranean basin where Roman coins were minted. 

!ese coins give us access to the some of the claims of 

those in power at the time. We know from the exchange 
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in Mark 12:13-17 that people were expected to know 

what was on imperial coinage and to have considered 

both the imagery and inscription. Before the age of 

printing or of electronic broadcasting media, claims and 

counter-claims were made and spread widely through 

the images presented and inscriptions embossed on 

imperial coinage.24 

On a denarius, minted in Ephesus during the reign 

of Claudius (#g. 2), the emperor and his wife Agrippina 

sit comfortably on one side of the coin with Artemis on 

the other. !ere is no con<ict or antagonism between 

Roman emperor and Greek god. Her presence of the 

reverse side of the coin endorses Claudius and Agrip-

pina as the rightful rulers of Ephesus. !ere is an appro-

priateness to their rule—but note too that there may be 

a claim here suggesting that the emperor and his wife 

exercise right and proper authority not only over the 

citizens of Ephesus, but perhaps also over Artemis who 

is brought into a Roman orbit through the use of her 

Latin name, Diana.

Figure 2, denarius from the reign of Claudius

By the time that Ephesians is written, Claudius is no 

longer on the throne. Not only Emperor Nero but also 

later emperors Vespasian, Titus, and Domitian address 

the people of Ephesus through what is embossed on 

their coins. All of them present themselves to the people 

of Ephesus as PP, pater patriae.

Figure 3, denarius from the reign of Vespasian

On a denarius from Vespasian’s reign, for example, 

minted in Ephesus around the year 70, we see Vespa-

sian. !e coin is typical of coins minted under any of 

the emperors in our list. He is presented as a man of 

great military honour, symbolised by the crown of lau-

rel leaves around his head.25 !is is underscored by the 

legend: IMP CAESAR VESPAS AVG PM COS II 

TRP PP. 

IMP is a military title, imperator, which identi#es 

Vespasian as victorious military commander. CAESAR 

is a title used by the emperors to signify their perceived 

possession of supreme and ultimate authority. VESPAS 

is an abbreviation for Vespasian. AUG is an honori#c 

title, Augustus, meant to show that Vespasian has the 

full backing of the Roman senate. PM identi#es him as 

pontifex maximus, the chief priest and principle media-

tor between people and the gods. COS II identi#es him 

twice-elected as consul and TRP a tribunicia potestas, as 

having a tribune’s power and authority over the people. 

Both refer to political o%ces and authority; he could 

convene or dissolve the Senate or even veto decisions he 

did not approve. It is the #nal PP, pater patriae, “father 

of the fatherland” that is our focus.

As father of the fatherland, Nero, Vespasian, and 

other emperors who bore that cognomen26 present 

themselves as the family head of all Roman citizens and, 

by extension, of all who lived within the empire. Within 

Roman society, father was #rst of all a term denoting 

authority and rule. Father of the fatherland was not a 

term of endearment, but a reminder that Caesar was the 

one with ultimate authority and the one to whom all 

owed a debt of loyalty.27 !e emperor was more than the 

#gurehead of the empire; he was the one through whom 

the gods bestowed grace and favor upon Rome and her 

empire. In short he was the principal benefactor, the one 

who ensured and maintained Rome’s superiority in the 

world.28 Against that claim, Paul makes a counter-claim: 

that God is the father #om whom every family in heaven 

and upon earth is named. 
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As pater, the emperor had the same authority over 

his subjects that Roman law gave to all fathers. Even 

when children had grown up to become adults, they 

had no legal right to property and nor could they marry 

without the approval of the paterfamilias. In identify-
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ing God as the father #om whom every family in heaven 

and on earth is named, Paul relativizes those imperial 

claims. Through the title father of the fatherland, the 

state machinery reminded all within the empire of the 

emperor’s claim over them. Yet Paul presents God as 

having a more signi#cant claim, a higher claim. God the 

Father is not just the household head of some families, 

but of every family. That every family is named from 

him means that it takes its direction from him. He is the 

one to whom every family must answer. He is the one to 

whom they should look for life, for purpose, for dignity, 

counsel and for help. He is the one who ought to receive 

their heartfelt responses of praise and of obedience.

!e cognomen had either deliberately or inadvert- inadvert-

ently dissected the empire. It threw emphasis on the 

natural divisions within the people of the empire. Some 

were Roman citizens, others were not. Some of those 

Roman citizens lived within the area that could be des-

ignated as “the fatherland”; others lived in provinces and 

colonies scattered around the empire. If pater patriae 

identified the emperor as the principle authority fig-

ure and as benefactor, then it also implied that some 

had greater access to his ear than others. By contrast 

in Christ the barriers of race and culture that divide a 

people have been destroyed (2:11-14). God’s purpose in 

doing this was to create a new man, a new household, a 

united family of Jews and Gentiles, those who were near 

and those who were far, all of whom have been brought 

together in Christ (2:14-22). In Christ, all have access 

to God. All are privileged in him. Social and cultural 

boundary markers that encourage us to think in terms 

of ‘us and them’, ‘have and have not’, are made of no con-

sequence in Christ. It is, a$er all, “for this reason” (3:1, 

14) that Paul prays to “God the Father.” 

!e implied claim in Ephesians 3:15 also surpasses 

the claims that the senators of Rome made for the 

emperor when they conferred on him the title pater 

patriae—for God is the father of every family. He is the 

head of “every family in heaven and on earth.” !ere is 

metonymy here. Heaven and earth are, in a sense, two 

extremes. In presenting God as the father from whom 

every family “in heaven and on earth” is named, the 

writer is saying that there are no families that fall out-

side this group. !ough some families may live unaware 

or even in rebellion when it comes to this truth, there is 

no family grouping whatsoever that does not owe praise 

and obedience to God; there are no family members 

whose lives ought not to be lived according to his pur-

poses and for his glory and honor.

A significant aspect of the appeal of Artemis as 

patron deity was her supposed power and authority over 

natural and supernatural forces and agencies. Although 

she was presented as the one who could answer prayer, 

the counter claim here is that God is pater patriae and 

that all families in heaven and on earth are named from 

him. !is means that it is God the father, not “Artemis 

our mother,” who has the power to keep us safe. Moreo-

ver the father imagery reminds us that not only is he able 

to answer prayer (3:20), but that he is willing to do so. 
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!is prayer does not stand at the heart of Paul’s pre-

sentation of his theology, but it nevertheless includes 

signi#cant implications for our ministry practices. We 

must take note of the way that the ESV has corrected a 

misreading of the text. If God is the father of “the whole 

family” (as the NIV renders this text), the text might 

indicate that inclusion in the church means that indi-

vidual family boundaries are lost in the collective which 

is the church. It could be taken to imply that our roles 

and responsibilities within our own families of origin 

have been abrogated. It might suggest that not only is 

there no distinction between Jew and Greek, but also 

between Stewart and Petrovic, Garcia and Wu, Nguyen 

and Stephanopoulos. It would imply that the church is 

our sole family, the context where fatherly, filial, and 

fraternal responsibilities should be discharged. 

But that is not the claim that Paul makes here.

Paul instead bends his knees to the Father “from 

whom every family in heaven and upon earth is named.” 

Families are important not just upon earth, as part of 

the context from which we who were far o& and those 

who were near have come to God in Christ; family rela-

tionships also have heavenly implications.

As those involved in children’s, youth and family 

ministry we must work with and not against the many 

families who are represented in our ministries. !ose 

to whom we minister are #rst of all members of fami-
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lies. It is here, in the context of their own families that 

their faith is especially to be worked out.29 It is within 

our homes that we all face the daily challenge of living 

for Jesus. For the child from a non-Christian home it 

is important that we encourage him or her to honor 

father and mother and not to undermine the author-

ity which is given to the parents. For adolescents who 

are inclined to disengage from their families of origin, 

we should encourage them actively to contribute to the 

well-being of their families. To paraphrase another part 

of Ephesians, not only when the parents are watching and 

to gain personal advantage but as a mark of your devotion 

to Christ, do God’s will #om your heart (cf. Eph 6:6-8). 

Having a leadership role does not allow us to treat 

anyone as an isolated individual, unconnected to oth-

ers. We cannot pretend that we are in a position to make 

#rst demands, let alone exclusive demands, on time and 

energies. For the Christian family member, we ought to 

go beyond Horace Bushnell who identi#ed their family 

as “small church” and suggest that it is in fact %rst church. 

Neither the children’s ministry nor the youth ministry 

should see itself as separate and detached from other 

aspects of a church’s overall ministry enterprise, which 

includes those ministries that take place in and from 

every Christian home.30

Furthermore, since God is the father from whom 

every family in heaven and upon earth is named, we 

cannot ignore the parents and other family members 

of those individuals whom we might identify as our 

constituents, those with whom we are most actively 

involved. We cannot insist that our e&orts are taken up 

entirely by our individual target group, while others bear 

the responsibility for their parents or other caregivers. 

We must learn to think more holistically, less in terms of 

individuals and more in terms of every family in heaven 

and on earth.
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After decades on the back burner of congregational 

life, family ministry has suddenly become a hot topic. 

Type “family ministry” into a search engine, and you 

computer is likely to crank out more than twenty-$ve 

million results in fewer than ten sec-

onds. Conference after conference 

claims to provide congregations with 

the missing key that will enable the 

church’s sta* to launch a successful 

family ministry.

As a pastor and as a father, this 

renewed focus on family ministry is 

at once encouraging and frightening. 

It’s encouraging because many Chris-

tians seem to be regaining a biblical 

perspective on God’s vision for the 

role of parents. For too many years, 

churches and parents have encouraged 

paid professionals to take the primary 

role in the discipleship of children.1 

This, even as research continues to 

reveal that—although other signifi-

cant adults are also important—par-

ents remain the most influential people in children’s 

spiritual, social, and behavioral development.2

Why, then, does this new emphasis on family min-

istry also present a potential problem? Simply this: In 

many cases, churches are focusing on family ministry 

as a reaction to dismal retention statistics. It has been 

repeatedly reported over the past few years that some-

where between 65% and 94% of churched youth drop 

out of church before their sophomore year of college.3 

As a result, many congregations are shi$ing their min-

istry models not because of convictions that have grown 

from a seedbed of sustained scriptural and theological 

re<ection. Instead, what motivates them is the supposed 

crisis of abysmal retention rates—a crisis that they plan 

to solve by launching a series of family ministry pro-

grams. Their focus on family ministry is a pragmatic 

reaction rooted in a desire for numbers with no stan-

dard by which to judge the results other than an increas-

ing number of warm bodies.4 

In contrast, the goal of this journal is to call con-

gregations to develop theologically-grounded, Scrip-

turally-compelled perspectives on family ministry and 

then to make Spirit-guided transitions in every ministry 

to move wisely toward this ministry model. Such shi$s 

may increase the numbers that appear in the spreadsheet 
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columns that summarize your congregation’s buildings, 

budgets, and bodies. !en again, these changes could 

have a negligible or even a negative e&ect on those num-

bers! But the spreadsheet numbers aren’t the primary 

point; biblical faithfulness in ministry to families is  

the goal.
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Before examining what is promising about family 

ministry, it will be helpful to take a look at where family 

ministry has been. Over the past couple of centuries, 

three distinct trends have characterized church-based 

ministries to families in the industrialized Western 

world. Timothy Paul Jones has traced the historical 

development of these three strands and identi#ed them 

as comprehensive-coordinative, segmented-programmatic, 

and educational-programmatic.5 
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Comprehensive-coordinative ministry seeks to 

coordinate the church’s ministries so that each ministry 

actively and comprehensively partners with parents in 

the Christian formation of their children. One histori-

cal example of comprehensive-coordinative ministry 

can be found in the work of a nineteenth-century pastor 

named Samuel W. Dike. Seeing how Christian parents 

in his Vermont congregation had disengaged from their 

children’s spiritual growth, Dike developed a plan that 

he dubbed “the Home Department.”6

Samuel W. Dike’s Home Department equipped 

parents with needed materials and training to imprint 

biblical truths in their children’s lives. Even when Dike 

launched the Home Department in the 1880s, he did 

not intend to supplant efforts such as young people’s 

societies or Sunday Schools. Dike’s purpose was for the 

congregation to partner with parents so that the faith-

training of children occurred both in classes at church 

and in the day-by-day contexts of their households.

Despite early initial acceptance in thousands of 

churches, the Home Department met a rapid demise, 

largely due to misapprehension of the original purpose. 

By 1907, Dike’s original design had been nearly forgot-

ten, and the Home Department had degenerated into 

little more than a program for the distribution of study 

booklets to shut-ins.7 Throughout the twentieth cen-

tury, a more segmented approach to ministry rose to 

dominance, especially in American churches.
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In a segmented-programmatic congregation, every 

church ministry is segmented by age with little interac-

tion or continuity between them. Ministry to families 

means having a separate ministry for each member of 

the family. Segmented-programmatic ministry devel-

oped out of the church-based young people’s societies 

that had emerged in the nineteenth century. In some 

sense, the segmented-programmatic approach in the 

churches mirrored what was happen-

ing in the larger American culture as a 

growing public education system clus-

tered youth in tightly-graded classes. 

In the economic boom that succeeded 

the Second World War, churches 

solidified segmented-programmatic 

practices as they increasingly called 

ministers who focused on particular 

age-groupings.

Whether or not such an approach 

ought to be called “family ministry” 

at all is debatable. What is beyond 

debate is the dominance of this 

ministry paradigm, particularly in 

American churches. Segmented-pro-

grammatic ministry so thoroughly 

dominated church administration in 

the twentieth century that, even in 

the opening decades of the twenty-

first century, many church members 

know no other approach. In less than 

two centuries, the segmented-pro-

grammatic paradigm became, at least 

in people’s perceptions, “traditional.” 

It would be a <agrant overgeneraliza-

tion to blame parental abdication on 

segmented church programming. At 
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the same time, the growth of professional, age-focused 

ministers may have made it easier for parents to perceive 

that the training of their children in the fear of God 

must be someone else’s responsibility.
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In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

the informal family improvement societies of earlier 

generations gave way to formal “Family Life Educa-

tion” programs. By the mid-twentieth century, not only 

universities but also many states and counties featured 

Family Life Education departments.8 Soon, denomina-

tions and congregations were establishing Family Life 

Education departments too. One advantage of this 

educational-programmatic approach was that it could 

coexist with segmented-programmatic ministry. Family 

Life Education could be added quite easily to the exist-

ing array of programs in age-segmented churches.

Educational-programmatic ministry was the per-

spective promoted in some of the most popular 

twentieth-century textbooks for church-based family 

ministries. In 1957, Oscar Feucht edited a text entitled 

Helping Families through the Church: A Symposium on 

Family Life Education.9 Feucht’s approach provided 

practical helps for developing programs to educate 

families for healthier relationships and to equip par-

ents to train their children. In the 1960s and 1970s, 

many churches expanded their Family Life Education 

programs to provide counseling and support groups for 

troubled family members. Textbooks from Charles Sell 

and Diana Garland provided foundations for educa-

tional-programmatic family ministry that incorporated 

therapeutic components.10 While not disregarding par-

ents’ responsibility to disciple their children, Family 

Life Education focused primarily on developing healthy 

family relationships.

$'-0&,!23))!$01$)*

As the twentieth century faded into the twenty-#rst, 

a renewed recognition of the need for biblically-moti-

vated parental engagement in children’s discipleship 

began to emerge among many evangelical pastors and 

scholars. Now, a rising generation of family ministry 

practitioners is proclaiming anew the ancient biblical 

truths that call parents to function as primary faith-

trainers in their children’s lives. Within this larger 

movement, three identifiable family ministry models 

have emerged: family-based, family-integrated, and fam-

ily-equipping.11 Each of these models recognizes that the 

Figure 1: Modern and Contemporary Approaches to Family Ministry
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family is a fundamental context for the discipleship of 

children. Yet none of them ignores the crucial role of the 

larger faith community in children’s Christian forma-

tion. Perhaps most important, signi#cant proponents of 

each of these models have made it clear that what they 

are pursuing is not a programmatic panacea to improve 

retention rates but a biblically-grounded partnership 

between churches and families. 

None of these three family ministry models is 

absolutely exclusive of the others. !e worship celebra-

tion in a family-integrated congregation, for example, 

might look a lot like the intergenerational worship in 

a family-equipping church. Much of the programming 

in a family-based congregation will likely look like the 

segmented-programmatic models of previous decades, 

though family-based churches will involve parents in 

as many events as possible. Timothy Paul Jones applied 

the following definition to the common ground that 

these three contemporary, comprehensive-coordina-

tive approaches share: All of them entail church-wide 

engagement in a process of intentionally and persistently 

coordinating a congregation’s proclamation and prac-

tices so that parents are acknowledged, trained, and held 

accountable as primary disciple-makers in their children’s 

lives. At the same time, each model of family ministry 

represents a distinct and identifiable approach to the 

challenge of drawing the household and the church into 

a life-transforming partnership.
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!e family-integrated approach represents a com-

plete break from the “neo-traditional” segmented-pro-

grammatic church. Proponents of family integration 

contend that the modern American practice of age seg-

regation goes beyond the biblical mandate—and may 

even obstruct parents’ obedience in discipling their 

children. As a result, in a family-integrated church, all 

or nearly all age-organized classes and events are elimi-

nated, including youth group, children’s church, and 

even age-graded Sunday School classes. !e generations 

learn and worship together, and the entire community 

of faith calls parents—and particularly fathers—to 

embrace a primary responsibility for the evangelism and 

discipleship of their children.

Proponents of family-integrated churches believe 

that “there is no scriptural pattern for comprehensive 

age-segregated discipleship, and that age-segregated 

practices are based on unbiblical, evolutionary and secu-

lar thinking which have invaded the church.” As a result, 

family-integrated congregations “reject the emphasis on 

family-fragmenting, facility-based programs which dis-

regard the Church as a people in community and which 

displace family outreach.” From a family-integrated 

perspective, “the church’s relationships are nurtured 

primarily through daily discipleship in everyday life, 

especially fathers and mothers training their families to 

ful#ll the Great Commission, living out the Gospel in 

ministry to the saints and witness to the lost.” 12

Proponents of family-integrated ministry have 

sometimes described the local church “as a family of 

families.”13 In this, family-integrated churches are not, 

however, rede#ning the essential nature of the church.14 

When it comes to the nature of the church, family-

integrated churches stand with other models of church 

ministry, a%rming the orthodox confessions of faith. 

“Family of families” is a functional description of how 

family-integrated churches structure their processes of 

evangelism and discipleship.

In the latter decades of the twentieth century, church 

planter Henry Reyenga as well as Reb Bradley at Hope 

Chapel in California were promoting family integration 

in American churches. Voddie Baucham and Paul Ren-

fro, from Grace Family Baptist Church in Texas, have 

been some of the most articulate recent defenders of 

family integration. Other promoters and practitioners 

of family-integrated ministry include Doug Phillips at 

Vision Forum and Scott Brown from the National Cen-

ter for Family Integrated Churches. 

Families in family-integrated congregations view 

their households as contexts for mutual discipleship as 

well as evangelism of unbelievers. As a result, they are 

likely to invite unbelievers into their homes for meals 

on a regular basis. Through intentional hospitality, 

unbelieving families observe the dynamics of a Christ-

centered family, providing opportunities for the believ-

ing family to share the Gospel. Small group Bible studies 
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bring entire families together—including singles, single-

parent households, and children of non-believing par-

ents who have been enfolded into believing families. 
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The family-based model seeks to merge a com-

prehensive-coordinative vision for parents with the 

segmented-programmatic perspective that remains 

prevalent in many contemporary churches. Mark DeVr-

ies pioneered this approach in his book Family-Based 

Youth Ministry after recognizing that “the real power 

for faith formation was not in the youth program but 

in the families and the extended family of the church. 

. . . Our isolated youth programs cannot compete with 

the formative power of the family.”15 DeVries indenti#ed 

two key priorities in creating and maintaining a family-

based model. First, churches must empower the parents 

to participate in the discipleship of their children. !e 

second priority is to equip the extended family of the 

church so that the generations build relationships with 

one another. 

In this model, age-segmented ministries continue 

with minimal change, but the congregation constantly 

creates opportunities to involve parents and other 

adults. !e model that Reggie Joiner has dubbed “sup-

plemental family ministry” would probably describe 

the more programmatic side of family-based ministry.16 

!e di&erence between family-based models and typical 

segmented-programmatic models is that family-based 

churches intentionally include intergenerational activi-

ties in each ministry and consistently train parents to 

function as disciple-makers in their children’s lives.

Proponents of the model are quick to assert that the 

segmented-programmatic paradigm is neither faulty 

nor broken. The segmented perspective simply needs 

to be rebalanced so that parents are empowered and 

intergenerational relationships are emphasized. “!ere 

are,” Brandon Shields asserts,

no pressing reasons for radical reorganization or 

restructuring of present ministry models. !ere is 

certainly no need for complete integration of age 

groups. What churches need to do is simply refo-

cus existing age-appropriate groupings to partner 

intentionally with families in the discipleship 

process.17

Family-based congregations add new activities and 

expand existing opportunities so that the generations 

grow in their appreciation for one another. In the pro-

cess, the church’s leadership calls parents to engage 

actively in Christian formation within their household.
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Timothy Paul Jones coined the term family-equip-

ping ministry to describe the family ministry paradigm 

that he and Randy Stinson developed for the School of 

Church Ministries at !e Southern Baptist !eologi-

cal Seminary. Soon a$erward, Randy Stinson located 

and brought together an informal coalition of minis-

ters who were doing in practice what he and Jones had 

sketched out in theory. Leading early practitioners of 

the family-equipping model included Jay Strother at 

Brentwood Baptist Church in Tennessee, Brian Haynes 

at Kingsland Baptist Church in Texas, and Steve Wright 

at Providence Baptist Church in North Carolina.18 

In many ways the family-equipping model represents 

a middle route between the family-integrated and fam-

ily-based models.19 Semblances of age-organized min-

istry remain intact in family-equipping contexts. Many 

family-equipping churches even retain youth ministers 

and children’s ministers. Yet every practice at every level 

of ministry is reworked to champion the place of par-

ents as primary disciple-makers in their children’s lives. 

Because parents are primary disciple-makers and vital 

partners in family-equipping ministry, every activity 

for children or youth must resource, train, or directly 

involve parents.20 Family-equipping churches cultivate a 

congregational culture that coordinates every ministry 

to champion the role of the parents as primary faith-

trainers in their children’s lives.

Whereas family-based churches develop intergen-
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erational activities within existing segmented-program-

matic structures and add family activities to current 

calendars, family-equipping churches redevelops the 

congregation’s structure to cultivate a renewed cul-

ture wherein parents are acknowledged, trained, and 

held accountable as the primary faith-trainers in their 

children’s lives. As in family-integrated churches, chil-

dren whose parents are unbelievers are connected with 

mature believers in the types of relationships that Paul 

described in his letter to Titus (Titus 2:1-8). Every level 

of the congregation’s life is consciously recultured to 

“co-champion” the church’s ministry and the parent’s 

responsibility.

To envision the family-equipping model in action, 

imagine a river with large stones jutting through the 

surface of the water. !e river represents the Christian 

growth and development of children in the church. One 

riverbank signi#es the church, and the other riverbank 

connotes the family. Both banks are necessary for the 

river to <ow forward with focus and power. Unless both 

riverbanks support the child’s development, you are 

likely to end up with the destructive power of a deluge 

instead of the constructive possibilities of a river. !e 

stones that guide and redirect the river currents repre-

sent milestones or rites of passage that mark the passing 

of key points of development that the church and fami-

lies celebrate together.

Most of the authors whose contributions appear 

on these pages view family-equipping ministry as the 

ideal. At the same time, the principles that they present 

will be useful far beyond family-equipping churches, 

particularly in family-integrated and family-based con-

texts. Even segmented-programmatic and educational-

programmatic ministries may #nd this journal helpful 

as they seek to develop theological foundations for their 

ministries to families.
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Before you make plans to launch a family ministry in 

your church, a few words of warning about family min-

istry are in order—words that may seem to work against 

the success of this very journal! Our words of warning 

are simply these: Family ministry is not the answer; fam-

ily ministry will not fix your church’s problems; and, 

family ministry will not transform people’s lives. 

!e Gospel is what changes people—not programs 

or practices; not models or methods; but solely and only 

the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Every local church should be 

concerned #rst about how the Gospel is portrayed, pre-

sented, and practiced in the congregation. !is includes 

considering how local congregations teach on the sub-

jects of marriage and parenting and how they encour-

age and minister to families. Healthy families are not, 

however, the goal. To place anything as the church’s goal 

besides the glory of God experienced through the Gos-

pel is to create an idol, and the idol of family ministry 

is no less loathsome to God than the orgiastic shrines of 

Canaan or the pantheon of ancient Rome. !e believ-

ing household is a target for the enemy, but Christian 

families are not the answer to humanity’s problems. !e 

Gospel is the answer. Our households are not targeted 

because Christian families are flawless families. Our 

households are targeted because they are God-ordained 

contexts where cross-centered, Gospel-empowered liv-

ing can be constantly rehearsed and practiced. !rough 

these day-by-day rehearsals of the Gospel, children and 

parents alike are trained in the fear of God.
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Fathers have enormous impact on 

their children’s development. Evi-

dence has shown that a father’s 

in#uence extends to every aspect of 

a child’s life. Over the last half-cen-

tury, father involvement research has 

evolved from counting hours spent 

with children to evaluations of multi-

ple dimensions of father-child inter-

action. Enhanced father involvement 

instruments have allowed for deeper 

exploration of father involvement 

and child development. Spiritual 

development as it relates to father 

involvement, however, remains a 

relatively-unexplored area of research. 

!e purpose of this research was to assess the rela-

tionship between spiritual development of adolescents, 

father involvement, and father nurturance. More than 

500 adolescents, ranging in age from twelve to twenty-

five, were surveyed; all participants were involved in 

youth ministry programs in Georgia Baptist churches. 

Father involvement and father nurturance scores were 

compared to spiritual formation inventory scores. Cor-

relation analysis was performed on data to determine 

any relationships between father involvement and spiri-

tual formation in adolescents. 

A significant correlation was observed between 

father involvement and the spiritual development of 

adolescents. !e younger adolescents showed the high-

est correlations in this category. Other research has 

shown that adults tend to become less involved in their 

children’s lives as their children enter adolescence—yet 

involvement at this stage of development is highly sig-

ni#cant for a child’s spiritual development. 
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!e purpose of this research was to undertake a com-

prehensive study to examine the claim that between 

seventy percent and ninety percent of youth minis-

try participants drop out of church after high school. 

Much has been made in the $eld of youth ministry 

over the course of the past decade regarding this so-

called “dropout statistic.” Little empirical work has 

been done, however, either to justify or to refute these 

statements with reliable data.

In order to accomplish this stated objective, the 

researcher undertook a comprehensive study of twelve 

conservative Southern Baptist churches with “dynamic” 

youth ministries across the United States. !e researcher 

investigated the relationship between differing levels 

of youth ministry commitment during high school 

and post-high school levels of church 

involvement in an attempt to deter-

mine the retention rate.

S e vera l  s ig n if icant  f ind ing s 

emerged from the research. First, the 

research falsi#ed the claim that youth 

ministry is a significant factor that 

leads to high dropout rates. In this 

study, 88% of young adults who had 

been actively involved in youth group 

were also actively involved in church 

as young adults, with 65% saying they 

“never dropped out of church.”

The research also forged new 

vocabulary for measuring commitment 

among youth that is both intrinsic and 

extrinsic. Post-youth ministry retention increased in a 

linear fashion from Disengaged Prospect (0%) to Nor-

mative Attender (79%) to Enthusiastic Follower (80%), 

to Engaged Disciple (92.8%).
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Each life has immeasurable value as it bears the image 

of God (Gen 1:26-28). So even in the face of su*ering 

and disease, with death and eternity looming, life is a 

precious gift and, in general, should 

be sustained when possible. Yet we 

must distinguish between prolonging 

life and prolonging death.
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Medically, physical death can be 

hard to de#ne. Years ago the cessation 

of heartbeat and breathing signaled 

clinical death. Yet with cardiac bypass 

machines, people can live during a 

surgical procedure without a beating 

heart—and, during a transplant oper-

ation, without a heart at all!—while 

“breathing” by way of oxygen supplied 

to the blood by a machine. Currently 

brainwave activity constitutes “life,” but lower brain 

activity (not thinking and feeling, but with the signals 

that initiate respiratory e&ort) may persist for some time 

a$er clinical death. !ese distinctions become impor-

tant when speaking of “brain death,” persistent vegeta-

tive state (PVS), and suitability for organ transplant. For 

doctors to transplant organs when an individual “dies,” 

the organs must be perfused with blood and oxygen to 

keep them usable.

When death appears imminent, complex questions 

arise. What treatments will be instituted, and what pro-

cedures will be withheld or withdrawn? Deciding to 

designate a patient as “do not resuscitate” (DNR) means 

that in the event of cardiac arrest, secondary stroke, con-

vulsion, or other life-threatening event, the medical sta& 

will not intervene; they will allow the patient to die. 

They may institute comfort measures—pain medica-

tions, perhaps an oxygen mask—but no breathing tubes, 

ventilators, or heart- shocking e&orts to resuscitate the 

patient. 

By understanding common bioethical principles1—

bene#cence, non-male#cence, autonomy, and justice—

ministers can better understand the point of view of the 

medical care team in the hospital setting. 

Once physicians obtain an accurate diagnosis, treat-

ment options are considered as well as risk/bene#t ratios 

for each intervention, along with the prognosis—that 
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is, the anticipated outcome. What is the likelihood of a 

positive outcome given the various treatment protocols? 

Can the underlying disease process be cured or e&ec-

tively treated? Or is keeping the patient comfortable 

the only reasonable outcome? What does the patient 

desire? Have these wishes been expressed in a Living 

Will, or is there a designated person with “Durable 

Power of Attorney for Health Care” who will serve as 

decision maker when the patient cannot? Most hospital 

sta& physicians also consider “quality of life” in the deci-

sion making process. In some cases medical futility (no 

reasonable hope of a positive outcome from available 

treatment options) and resource allocation (availability 

of machines, technical supplies, economic ability) also 

factor into decisions to proceed.2

Of course, most believers might wish to live long 

full lives, then to die peacefully in their sleep leaving 

legacies of Christian character and physical treasure. Yet 

how can we glorify God when a very di&erent scenario 

unfolds?

Doctors used to refrain from telling patients of 

impending death for fear of upsetting them. Physicians 

also hesitated to prescribe sufficient pain medicine, 

concerned that patients might develop addictions. Yet 

today there is a medical specialty in palliative care—not 

curative, but focused on keeping the patient comfort-

able—and the best long-term research demonstrates 

that it is best for patients to know they’re dying so they 

can “get their houses in order” and prepare to meet God. 

Many people fear the pain involved in dying more than 

death itself. For most, however, pain relief can be suc-

cessfully achieved. 

 It is especially important to become familiar with 

the bioethical and medical terminology to understand 

and communicate the recommendations that are 

being made. 

• Aggressive Therapy. Aggressive therapy is 

doing “everything possible,” using all available 

methods of sustaining life, including ventilators 

and full resuscitation e&orts. !is will virtually 

always be the approach until a #rm diagnosis 

is established. Expect aggressive therapy if you 

enter someone’s crisis in the emergency room. 

• Comfort Care: Comfort care includes ade-

quate pain relief, meeting of nutritional needs, 

and treatment for secondary medical problems 

(e.g., infections, bedsores, mouth ulcers ).

• Withdrawal/Withholding Treatment: This 

involves terminating life support or withhold-

ing life supporting interventions, (IV hydra-

tion, feeding tubes), allowing the patient to die.

• Dual Effect/Side Effects: This involves giv-

ing medication to help the patient, but the side 

e&ect causes death (for example, narcotics sup-

press the drive to breathe, so it is possible when 

trying to relieve a patient’s pain with narcotics 

to cause the patient to stop breathing).
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So how do we discern God’s will when a loved one 

is dying and further medical intervention seems futile? 

If the patient is awake, alert, and an adult, he or she can 

clarify what procedures are welcome—but what if the 

time comes that the patient is semi-conscious or even 

unconscious? 

+VPQLQRK!WTaQKY!SRN!MUV!LVWQHPRKLPQROLf

OKPRKLPQROL!]TMQVKMA

• Reversible (curable) condition: Aggressive 

measures should be undertaken to maximize 

the opportunity of recovery. 

• Irreversible, intermittently conscious or 

semi-conscious patient: Supportive care, 

including antibiotics, pain relief, nutrition and 

hydration.

• Irreversible, comatose patient: Palliative ther-

apies. Even in this most dire of circumstances, 

every person is worthy of respect as one made 

in the image of God. So comfort care, dignity, 

and respect are never withdrawn. Yet aggres-

sive, heroic medical measures may not always 

be required or even appropriate.

Once the diagnosis is established and pain relief  

and supportive measures initiated, decisions about  

specific interventions surface. End-of-life directives, 

such as a living will or a durable power of attorney 

for health care, may contribute to the process. With-
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out these measures in place, family con<ict can make a  

di%cult situation even worse. 

Many Christians agree that individual patients 

should not be forced to undergo experimental ther-

apy—or even heroic resuscitation efforts—if there is 

no genuine hope for a cure. For example, to resusci-

tate a patient with end-stage metastatic cancer just so 

he or she can die again shortly thereafter seems both 

futile and unkind. Concern arises with questions sur-

rounding feeding tubes and hydration for the comatose 

person. Speaking both as physician and pastor, when a 

patient cannot take nutrition in an irreversible comatose 

state, intervention with feeding tubes or central lines 

does represent “aggressive medical therapy.” Not every 

patient must have such intervention, though the deci-

sion should be made with patience and compassion in 

the light of all the facts unique to that case. As death 

approaches the “nonessential” bodily functions shut 

down, including the gastrointestinal tract. !us, “force 

feeding” a dying person might actually increase discom-

fort and offer no benefit.3 Yet for the non-comatose, 

severely impaired individual, nutrition and hydration 

may generally re<ect the “cold cup of water” that Jesus 

mentioned (Matt 10:42). An old medical proverb states: 

Cure sometimes, relieve occasionally, comfort always.4

Every opportunity to minister in end-of-life situa-

tions requires prayerful, individual consideration. !ere 

are often neither easy nor obvious answers as to how 

to proceed. Factors such as the sanctity of human life,  

the condition of the particular individual, and the 

patient’s stated wishes contribute to helping the patient 

and the patient’s family to make decisions in these 

critical moments. “Precious in the sight of God,” the 

psalmist wrote, “is the death of his godly ones” (Psalm 

116:15).

ENDNOTES
 1Tom L. Beauchamp and James F. Childress, Prin-

ciples of Biomedical Ethics, 6th ed. (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009).
 2Albert R. Jonsen, Mark Siegler, and William Win-

slade, Clinical Ethics, 5th ed. (New York: McGraw-

Hill Medical, 2002).
 3William Cutrer,  e Church Leader’s Handbook: A 

Guide to Counseling Families and Individuals in Crisis 

(Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2009).
 4Jonsen, Siegler, and Winslade, Clinical Ethics, 41.
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Q: How do we train teenagers to embrace their bib-

lical, gender-related roles?

Sally: Well, the $rst thing I would say is that gen-

der is a very important issue and children are being 

taught gender by the world as young as preschool. 

When they pick up a book that says so-and-so has 

two fathers, they are permeated 

with the world’s view of gender. !e 

example of gender roles in front of 

them continually, in all spheres of 

life, is the world’s view unless we give 

them something di*erent. I think the 

church has been lacking in teaching 

on gender roles, and so children are 

by and large growing up not knowing 

what the Bible has to say about gen-

der. Even their parents are somewhat confused about 

gender and gender roles, and so they are consequently 

kind of fumbling along trying to $gure out what is a 

Christian man and what is a Christian woman. So we 

have a job to do, and that is to bring back the bibli-

cal teaching on gender roles. I think the main way 

that children will get that is through two things: One 

is direct teaching—what does the Bible say about 

this— and two, through modeling. Unfortunately, the 

modeling they are getting even in Christian homes is 

inadequate. Our modeling is inadequate because our 

understanding is inadequate. We as parents need to 

$rst learn what the Bible has to say about gender roles 

and then we need to model that appropriately to our 

children.

David: If you wait till a child is a teenager before you 

start to teach them biblical manhood and womanhood, 

we have probably waited too late. I know you, Randy, 

would have a lot to say—that you raise young boys a 

certain way and you raise young girls a certain way with 

A!2+!?CB;
L?886EJ<8@+L5BCE5+:8I+G?;6+
L?8K6C68E6+,-.-\+M:86=+O<9EB99<?8+
)O&()O+D[+#"1*)'+!04()*

O:P<I+:8I+

4:==>+2<E5:6=+

I<C6EJ+

N:C68J<8@+:8I+

E5<=IC68b9+

I<9E<N=695<N+

:J+D6J5=656;+

D:NJ<9J+L5BCE5+<8+2<886:N?=<9T+

2<8869?J:S+

+ A ! 2 + . S . + ` , - . - a \ + V , d V V

On August 20 and 21, 2010, hundreds of pastors and ministry leaders converged in Louisville for the Connecting 

Church and Home Conference. At the close of the Connecting Church and Home Conference, a panel discussion 

was assembled to answer questions submitted by the conference attendees.  !e panel consisted of Randy Stinson, 

Sally Michael, David Michael, Jay Strother, Steve Wright, and Ryan Rush.   



VV

a vision for what you want them to become and what 

you want them to understand in terms of manhood and 

womanhood. It a&ects just about everything you could 

do in parenting. We just heard from Dr. Mohler that 

the society doesn’t help us. We could get away without 

being too intentional about this when I was being raised 

because there were so many other places where you 

could have this vision, a biblical vision of manhood and 

womanhood reinforced. But that’s not true anymore. 

We have to be much more intentional and it really does 

start in our nurseries and has to work all the way up.

Randy: !at’s good. I had planned to ask you why 

do we need a curriculum? Don’t boys just grow up and 

be men and girls grow up and be women? But, because 

of the culture in which we live, we have to be much 

more intentional about it. 

Q: What do you do with your senior adults and 

how do you get them on board with this model?

Jay: I think for us, one is the clear biblical teaching 

that all generations have their place in the kingdom of 

God, especially as you teach through the Psalms and 

the idea that God equips one generation to help pass on 

the legacy of faith. Senior adults are to that point where 

they are concerned about their legacy and about their 

church and about the institutions and the relationships 

they have given their life to. So it is helping them under-

stand their place in the church and in God’s kingdom. 

Steve: Two things: One, I think just having the 

desire to want to have senior adults speak into the life 

of students is critical. You have to see that there is value 

there. !e second thing is being intentional. If we really 

aren’t planning well, then it’s not going to just happen. 

Ryan: One of the great things about this movement, 

there is so much leverage that you have innovations that 

are very exciting to young families and all generations, 

but most senior adults can buy in if you explain it rightly. 

Don’t explain it to your seniors as something new that 

has come down the pike. This is restoring something 

that they know to be true from way back. So you are 

bringing something back that they know is missing. 

!ey’re grieving for their grandchildren and their great-

grandchildren; they are missing these things. So don’t 

speak to them in terms of let’s try this new thing and you 

need to get on board. !e great thing 

about family ministry is you’re restor-

ing something that probably was more 

prevalent when they were growing up 

in church. 

Q: What are your thoughts on chil-

dren’s worship and separating the 

families for worship?

David: We’ve not ever had a chil-

dren’s church, at least in the last 30 

years at Bethlehem; and we do not 

have children’s sermons. Our whole 

vision is that we want our children 

to be part of the worship experience. 

Very consciously, we want to help our 

children recognize that they are part of 

this worshiping community. I want to 

teach them to engage in worship and 

there are certain things I can’t dupli-

cate in a children’s service. !ere is an 

intensity that a four year old will get 

when God’s people are gathered and 

lifting their voices in praise and wor-

ship to God. I just can’t do that down 

in a little Sunday school room some-

place. 

Sally: Something I would add to 

that is children need to see their par-

ents going hard after God in a com-

munity of believers. So for them to be 

seeing their parents engaged in a wor-

ship service or engaged and listening 

intently to the sermon, is really good 

role modeling for children. !e other 

thing they need to see is this thing that 

my family is involved in is bigger than 

we are. It’s not just the thing that our 

family does; it’s just not that we talk 

about God and we are religious. I am part of a big move-

ment, a community, a family of God. It’s way beyond my 

family and even beyond my church.

Jay: One of the issues we bemoan in church culture 

is that we create consumers who want the music a cer-
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tain way and they only like a certain style of communi-

cation and they want lots of Power Points and lots of 

visuals. But we also create those in the church when we 

custom tailor a worship service to every age group and 

every demographic that’s out there. So one of the things 

that we have tried to be intentional about is this idea of 

worshiping together as families. 

Steve: If we say that we are moving toward family 

and then we bring people into the church, and as soon 

as they arrive at church, children go here, adults go here, 

teenagers go here, senior adults go here—we fragment. 

Just common sense says something’s probably not very 

family oriented about that. To think that we would have 

to ramp something else back up to get those children 

acclimated from children’s church to “church church”—

real church, which they might feel is boring or it’s not 

meeting their felt needs, we have already created a fork 

in the road that is a detour that’s not healthy. 

Ryan: I was on staff as family pastor of a large 

church that was doing some wonderful things because 

of space issues. !ey had children’s ministry church and 

youth ministry church, and all these things growing like 

crazy. As I got into that role and looked back, I real-

ized that unless a mom or dad intentionally pulled their 

children out, a child could go from salvation to graduat-

ing high school without ever having participated in the 

Lord’s Supper with his or her parents. When we started 

to lay this out and say, “Hey, we have got to reformat 

this.” Somebody said, “Well, what are they supposed to 

do? !at’s not fair to the preschooler.” I said, “Listen, 

if that #ve year old looks at his daddy and says daddy’s 

worshiping Jesus, they just discovered something that 

you cannot teach them.” 

Randy: We’ve got to be very careful about these 

things. It’s incredibly important. People will say, “Well, 

they don’t get it all.” Well, do you really get it all in a 

worship service? They get way more than you think, 

and it has been an incredible experience for us, just 

our whole family, to take up a whole row and worship 

together.

Q: Now that I have the vision for the family-equip-

ping model, how do I get everyone on board? 

Sally: Our situation was very different because 

David was already a pastor at the church and was asked 

to do children’s ministry. What we did was we sat down 

and wrote our philosophy and vision for children’s min-

istry, and we presented it to the congregation so they 

knew right up front where we were going. We said this 

is who we are; this is where we will go. If you want that, 

we are the right person; if you don’t want it, then you 

don’t want us because this is what we’re doing. So right 

up front we gave them the vision and philosophy and a 

picture of where we wanted things to be.  

Jay: Don’t overlook the soul work that you need to 

do in your own life, in your own home, and with the 

team that surrounds you as you begin this journey redis-

covering the rich treasures that are in Scripture along 

this idea. Be sure that you present to people that this 

isn’t the latest fad or this isn’t something I just went to a 

conference and learned some stu& about. !is is God’s 

timeless work that teaches us these things. As you do 

that, that question of authenticity comes back time and 

time again. We tend to jump into strategies, and ideas, 

and implementation. You have got to lay a good foun-

dation, biblically and spiritually because this is a battle. 

!at’s a metaphor that has come up this entire weekend. 

!is is spiritual warfare and the enemy does not want to 

see us reclaim the home for the Kingdom. So soul work 

is where it has got to begin.

Steve: I would go home and try to, with my own 

family, find a mission, find something that is a need. 

Look at Matthew 25, perhaps, and #nd a way to get your 

family on mission. Live that out, and as you’re practicing 

that and you’re seeing the Lord bless, then perhaps think 

about teaching what you’re doing. !ink about teaching 

what’s working in your own family. !ink about perhaps 

teaching what you’re seeing have eternal consequence 

within your own family. I think a lot of times, as Jay 

was just mentioning, we are wanting to draw this land-

scape of plans and strategies and all these things, but 

perhaps they haven’t even really grabbed us like they 

have needed to. 

Ryan: Most of the people I talk to say, “Well, my 

senior pastor doesn’t get this at all; he hates family 

ministry.” No, he doesn’t. Nobody is against healthy 

families. What they are against is either more budget 

or more programs. You need to #nd out what that need 
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is, and under his authority, #nd ways to minister to that 

need and #nd best practices that other people can fol-

low. And it’s momentum. It’s so right that God’s going 

to bless it if you’re just faithful to stand in the gap and 

give the people the tools they need.
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Christian Nurture. By Horace Bushnell. Reprint, 

Memphis, TN: General Books LLC, 2009, 182 pp., 

$26.71.

“And this is the very idea of Christian education, 

that it begins with nurture or cultivation” (12).  “Mul-

titudes of parents who assume the Christian name, have 

yet the practical sense of the intensely religious character 

of the house, or the domestic and family state” (150). 

“!ey want their children to shine, or be honorable, or 

rich, or brave, or fashionable” (151). !ese statements 

were published in 1847, yet seem quite relevant for 

many Christian families today. 

Part of Bushnell’s thesis is that parents are respon-

sible for the spiritual development of their children; he 

argues that Christian nurture begins in the home. !us 

far, contemporary evangelicals would agree. Bushnell’s 

rationale for his argument, however, is problematic. 

Despite attending Yale Divinity School at the same time 

as Nathaniel W. Taylor, Bushnell was a leading propo-

nent of liberal theology and denounced not only the 

older New England Calvinism but also Taylor’s New 

Haven theology. 

According to Bushnell, children are born with 

God’s grace and primarily need Christian nurture to 

live as Christians. Hence, he emphasizes the power of 

a godly home and godly parents (55). The “organic 

power of character in the parent” awakens the child’s 

realization of the Spirit of God (13). !roughout the 

book, Bushnell bases the power of parents’ influence 

on his “organic” view of the family. Di&ering with the 

individualism of the modern philosophy in his time, 

he views children as having an organic connection with 

their parents (18). 

In many ways, Bushnell’s exhortation to parents 

seems refreshingly applicable to Christian parents today. 

Bushnell’s work, however, misleads parents to believe 

that faithful Christian parenting somehow ensures 

faithful Christian children. God commands parents to 

be faithful nurturers and uses them in the lives of chil-

dren, but he alone saves. Faithful parents should be hon-

ored but God receives the glory in salvation. Bushnell’s 

theological leanings blind him to the need for personal 

conversion—from his perspective, a child’s Christian 

faith needs merely to be nourished and nurtured, not 

animated and recreated like a corpse being brought 

from death to life.

In the second half of the book, Bushnell devotes 

more sections to practical matters of Christian nurture. 
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Section 15, for example, is full of helpful parenting tips 

(e.g., parents as spiritual examples; husbands and wives 

honoring each other; children obeying at an early age). 

Still, the book as a whole will be a ponderous read for 

contemporary persons. While heartily agreeing with 

Bushnell’s emphasis on the role of parents, it is crucial 

to recognize how his theological liberalism moves his 

foundations far a#eld.

Lilly Park 

Ph.D. Candidate,  

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

Religious Education in the Family. By Henry F. 

Cope. Chicago: "e University of Chicago Press, 

1915, 298 pp., $9.99. 

In the early twentieth century, Henry F. Cope 

attempted to present what was known at the time 

related to religious education in the family. !e book 

was intended to serve as a guide to parents, churches, 

institutes, and organizations who desire to study sys-

tematically and scienti#cally the problems of the family 

(viii, ix). 

!e central idea of the book is that the family is the 

life-school of the child, central to the all-rounded devel-

opment of the child. Cope argues that parents should 

take seriously the responsibility of raising children as 

persons of spiritual character. “There is a danger that 

our emphasis on child-welfare may be that of the tools 

instead of the man; that we may become enmeshed in 

the mechanism of well-being and lose sight of the being 

who should be well. To fail at the point of character is to 

fail all along the line” (4). 

Stating the religious purpose of the family, Cope 

says that the family has the purpose of “giving to the 

world children who are adequately trained and suffi-

ciently motivated to live the social life of good-will.” He 

argues that the family is the most important religious 

institution because it has the power of serving as a small 

group for character development (28), it a&ords the best 

agency for social training (29), it sets initial spiritual val-

ues in children (30), and it has the power of developing 

in children love, loyalty, and sacri#cial living for others 

(31-33).  

Cope argues that Christianity is essentially a religion 

of ideal family life that is connected with the teachings 

and the ideals of Jesus (43). Explaining what a Chris-

tian family is like, he says, “The Christian family is a 

type peculiar to itself, not as a new institution, for it 

has developed out of earlier race experience, but as con-

trolled by a new interpretation, the spirit and concep-

tion of the home and family given in the teaching of 

Jesus of Nazareth” (41). 

Cope argues that the family is educational in func-

tion and religious in character; it is essentially an insti-

tution for religious education (46). He de#nes religious 

education as “the training of persons to live the religious 

life and to do their work in the world as religious per-

sons” (48). A home should be a place where children 

develop their character. Cope discusses how families 

should use storytelling, book reading, family worship, 

and Bible readings to develop the religious life of their 

family. He also suggests ways of meetings the special 

needs of boys and girls and the youth in the family. 

Since the church is the other great social institution that 

is engaged in the development of religious character of 

people, Cope argues that the family ought to develop a 

very close relationship with the church and the church 

ought to focus on the education of the family. 

!ough there is mention of the teachings of Jesus as 

well as human depravity and the need for character, the 

teachings of Jesus are not viewed as inextricably bound 

with the person and the work of Jesus. As a result, the 

issue of sin—for example—becomes merely a “moral 

crisis.” Additionally, the work is decidedly Western and, 

to some extent, distinctly American. Nonetheless, this 

work does provide valuable insight into family ministry 

ideals in early twentieth-century North America.

Semeon Mulatu 

Principal (on sabbatical),  

Evangelical !eological College,  

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

Helping Families Through the Church: A Sympo-

sium on Family Life Education. Second edition. 

Edited by Oscar E. Feucht. Saint Louis, MO: Con-

cordia Publishing House, 1971, o.p. 

First published when Ward and June Cleaver were 

icons on Leave It To Beaver, this compendium on help-



c,

ing families still speaks today. A recognized leader in 

Lutheran education, Oscar E. Feucht asked participants 

in several family life workshops for real-life feedback on 

a variety of issues. His systematic treatment is designed 

to help church leaders to prevent ordinary problems 

from becoming life-threatening crises. Topics include 

the Christian family, families in need, church and family 

guidance, and family counseling.

!e book is not distinctively evangelical. !e #rst 

chapter builds a plausible theological framework for 

understanding God’s plan for families in a fallen world. 

Less developed is a biblical worldview that recognizes 

God’s prescription for marriage, children, and family 

as central to his conciliatory meta-narrative of cre-

ation, fall, redemption, and consummation. At times, 

religiosity is reduced to the means by which familial 

relationships are strengthened. In sharing the secrets 

of a successful marriage, one contributor falls back to 

sociological studies showing how “religion” creates a 

family bond, provides emotional stability, and develops 

responsible parents.

!e shortcomings of some chapters do not, however, 

completely overshadow the redeeming qualities of other 

chapters. In particular, the primer on premarital educa-

tion remains ahead of its time. !e landscape painted by 

Edwin Fritze three decades ago still rings true:

The rapid and depersonalized pace of life, the 

unclear and consistently changing systems of val-

ues, the earlier maturation of young people, the 

high degree of mobility of families, the insecuri-

ties brought about by an almost constant warfare 

among nations and cultures and races, and the 

incomprehensibility of the rapid advances in sci-

enti#c and industrial discovery and development 

have caused people, almost unconsciously, to 

move into directions, relationships, and associa-

tions with a much greater lack of concern about 

the consequences than the strength and stability 

of homes and a nation can a&ord. 

Of all its themes, observations regarding the role 

of the church in equipping healthy families remain 

most relevant. In recent years, recognitions of the need 

for family training in the church as well as the impor-

tance of such practices as family worship have rallied 

researchers, church leaders, and parents alike. Feucht, 

writing from the 1950s through the 1970s, seems to 

have glimpsed the importance of some of these issues 

several decades ahead of others.

George Cochran, J.D. 

Ph.D. Candidate 

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

Family Ministry. Second Edition. By Charles Sell. 

Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995, 387 pp., $27.99.

A professor of Christian Education at Trinity Evan-

gelical Divinity School, Charles M. Sell recognizes the 

frailty of the family inside and outside of the church 

(20-21). Sell addresses the needs of every form of family 

from the strong family to the divorced family, as well 

as the dysfunctional family (301, 322). In this second 

edition, Sell strives particularly to bring attention to the 

power that the church has to help the family (20). He 

readily admits the di&erence between his two editions, 

pointing out that the latter edition contains more pro-

gramming ideas and more information on the adminis-

tration of family ministry within a church (9). 

As a basis for the text, Sell establishes a theology of 

family ministry. Some of the important factors that Sell 

promotes in his theology are that a family is composed 

of husband and wife and that this is the best context 

in which to raise children (78). “Marriage and family 

are based not merely on the creation of God, but on 

the very person of God” (83), and strong families must 

be built on strong marriages (145). Sell also points out 

that the family is instituted by God and that parents are 

called to teach their children about God (77). Later, Sell 

also recognizes the church itself as a family-like institu-

tion, paving the way for his position that the church and 

the home are to nurture the children of the church in 

partnership (149-152).

Sell defines family ministry in this way: “Family 

ministry involves communicating to people of all ages, 

in as many ways as possible, the biblical and practical 

truths related to family living” (137). Using this de#ni-

tion and the programs outlined in the chapters of his 

text, Sell presents family ministry as something that is 
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conducted by the church for the bene#t of families (20, 

71, 129). Sell compartmentalizes the ministries of the 

church in an e&ort to reach every speci#c need of the 

representative families (131). In this regard, Sell takes 

a very therapeutic bent on family ministry. His text as 

a whole and the programs in particular place far more 

emphasis on the church ministering to families rather 

than equipping families to become units of ministry and 

discipleship (140-141). 

Sell does not, however, ignore the essential role of 

parents or the biblical call for parents to disciple their 

children. He points out early in his text that one of his 

goals is to equip churches to train parents to disciple 

their children in the Christian faith (10, 17). He later 

points out that for a church to successfully accomplish 

this, the church will need to select church leaders who 

are already leading in their own homes (150). !rough 

this process, the church will be in a better place to pro-

mote a cooperation of church and home. 

In the opening pages of his text, Sell admits that 

one facet of family ministry is evangelism (17). Later in 

his text, Sell promotes basic parent education (see 259-

286). Sell even develops and promotes the concepts of 

family devotions and family worship (293). !ese are 

all positive and good. Sell occasionally misses the mark, 

however, by failing to present clearly the central motiva-

tion and foundation for these practices. According to 

Sell, the three biblical objectives for child rearing are to 

#rst instill a reverence for God, second to produce self-

respect within the child, and third to develop a respect 

for others (273)—all of which could be done without 

reference to Jesus or to the gospel.

!ere is much positive in Sell’s text. He raises good 

points concerning our society and the church at large, 

addressing family needs as well as the church’s unique 

ability to reach families. When read in dialogue with 

other texts, Sell’s text could be quite helpful to a minis-

ter attempting to equip and to develop parents. 

W. Ryan Steenburg 

Ph.D. Candidate, 

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

Family Ministry: A Comprehensive Guide. By Diana 

R. Garland. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 

1999, 601 pp. $50.00.

Diana Garland offers a work that is mammoth, 

practical, and at times insightful—see, e.g., the section 

on channeling the energies of anger to solve problems 

not attack people (153& ). Yet substantive concerns will 

limit the usefulness of this text among evangelicals. At 

times, Family Ministry misses biblical goals, addressing 

mere symptoms instead of fundamental problems.  

Garland helps families by tackling “the basic engi-

neering of our social systems” (231). According to Gar-

land, problems are emotional or psychic injury (234), 

social and economic forces (76, 272, 300), or social 

stresses and psychological factors (61, 152, 593). Miss-

ing from these analyses is a biblical notion of the perva-

siveness of sin; even when its e&ects are obvious, sin is 

not mentioned (cf. 55, 58, 64, 124, and 147). “Chronic 

family stress,” for example, is not what is “insidious” 

(65); sin is (Titus 3:3). Misdiagnosis inexorably invites 

wrong solutions.

Family ministry becomes “the church version of 

community mental-health services” (300) or the chal-

lenger of an oppressive economic system that requires 

“two spouses to work” (82). Instead of addressing 

matters of sin, repentance, and forgiveness from the 

perspective of Scripture, Garland offers “negotiating 

relationships” and “crisis intervention” (132, 133) 

through “self-help literature” (135).

Contrary to the claims of this text, the primary goal 

of family is not merely to “navigate safely the passages 

of life” (231), to cope with stress (237), to meet per-

sonal needs (266), or to provide a context for focusing 

on children (272). !ese gains without Christ are loss 

(Matt 16:26). Family life has been given a greater pur-

pose—the opportunity to encourage people to pursue 

God as their treasure, Jesus as their joy, the Holy Spirit 

as their comforter as they live in relationships modeled 

by the Trinity (Eph 5:22-6:4). 

Arguments surrounding gender roles are presented 

as false dilemmas and ad hominem attacks—one is 

either egalitarian and kind, or one is complementarian 

and cruel (184-85). !us, complementarians are made 

to hold an extreme position (husbands are “overlords,” 
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181, and wives “underlings” or “vassals,” 182)—a straw 

man that is easily defeated. Moreover, the arguments 

fall prey to the erroneous belief that role equals value 

(182, 190, 195, 197, and 204). !ese faults consistently 

cloud content.

If the purpose of family is to meet personal needs, 

then potential con<ict <ourishes when those needs go 

unmet. If, on the other hand, a family’s goal is to please 

God (2 Cor 5:9) and then to serve one another (Matt 

22:39), an entirely di&erent dynamic is present—prob-

lems have a purpose and God is the One who is pursued 

for peace and for help.

James Fain, Ph.D. 

Associate Director, Rod and Sta& Ministries

Perspectives on Family Ministry: Three Views. 

Edited by Timothy Paul Jones. Nashville: Broad-

man and Holman Academic, 2009, 213 pp., $19.99. 

In the opening chapters of this book, the editor 

recognizes that there is a movement within evangeli-

cal churches to minister more e&ectively to families; he  

has aided our understanding of this movement through 

the contributions of three pastors who are serving  

“in the trenches.” !e format of Perspectives on Family 

Ministry is an argument for each model, followed by 

two responses against then a #nal response in favor of 

the model. 

Paul Renfro, pastor of discipleship at Grace Family 

Baptist Church in Spring, Texas, defends the family-

integrated model. Brandon Shields, teaching pastor 

at First Baptist Church in West Palm Beach, Florida, 

writes on family-based ministry. Jay Strother, Campus 

and Teaching Pastor of The Church at Station Hill, 

writes in favor of the family-equipping ministry model. 

!e family-integrated model abandons all age-graded 

ministries. !ose who adhere to this model view family 

units—single or married, with or without children—as 

component that together comprise the local church. !e 

delivery method for discipleship is primarily through 

families, which is the intent of the phrase “family of 

families.” Proponents of family-integrated view the pur-

pose of the church as equipping the parents, primarily 

the fathers, to evangelize and to disciple their children 

and for these families to become units for evangelizing 

and discipling others. Some di%culties raised regarding 

this model are that a “family of families” cannot de#ne 

the church since the church is de#ned as the “body of 

Christ” in Ephesians 4. Renfro points out that what is 

intended by “family of families” is not a rede#nition of 

the nature of the church but a description of how dis-

cipleship processes are undertaken. According to some, 

there also seems to be an inability to reach public school 

families as well as the non-traditional families that are 

prevalent in our society today.

Two values are foundational to the family-based phi-

losophy. (Brandon Shields seems careful to use the term 

“philosophy” rather than “model.”) !ese values are &ex-

ibility and balance. Flexibility is essential because every 

church context is di&erent and, thus, every church will, 

in some sense, make concessions within its particular 

culture. Balance is also necessary because not every fam-

ily in the local church is a “traditional” family. !ere are 

many challenges with blended families, single families, 

and other situations that must be handled with care 

when discipling families. Those adhering to a family-

based philosophy see no need for radically reorganizing 

or restructuring present ministry models. !e key is a 

philosophical shi$ wherein the activities and programs 

are added or “exfamized” (expanded to include fam-

ily members and others from multiple generations) to 

draw the families closer together. Some problems with 

this particular model include the appearance that there 

is a greater concern for being culturally relevant rather 

than being biblically faithful. Some believe this model 

does not go far enough in addressing the disconnection 

between the church and the home. Lastly, it is still too 

programmatic and does not o&er su%cient training to 

the parents to disciple their children.

Jay Strother explains family-equipping ministry as a 

three-pronged approach. First, there are catalysts; the 

catalysts are (1) parents, who are primarily responsible 

to disciple their children, and (2) small group leaders 

in the church, who lead Bible studies that reinforce the 

spiritual truths that are being taught at home. Second, 

there is the content; what is being taught is intentional 

and coordinated between church and home. Finally, 

there is the context, which includes service and cel-

ebration in the church as well as missional living in 



cV

one’s community. Objections to the model include the 

charge that parents may not have the time to disciple 

their children and that parents may not be su%ciently 

confronted with their responsibility to disciple their 

children. Additionally, Brandon Shields contends that 

the existing models are not so badly broken that such 

wholesale change is warranted.

!is volume o&ers much to think about in the way 

of how the church should minister to the family. All 

three models attempt to root their approaches in Scrip-

ture, and all three models are driven by a love for the 

church and for the family. Each pastor writes and minis-

ters with urgency, deeply desiring to connect church and 

home through their respective views of family ministry. 

!e formatting of this book—with the point, counter-

point, and response method—offers the reader a bal-

anced perspective. !is book provides a tool for church 

leaders who want to address more adequately the family 

units in their ministries. Many evangelical churches are 

shi$ing ministry paradigms; this book will help you to 

make sense of the di&ering approaches.

Terry Delaney  

Book review editor for ChristianBookNotes.com

God, Marriage, and Family: Rebuilding the Biblical 

Foundation . Second Edition. By Andreas Kösten-

berger with David W. Jones. Wheaton: Crossway, 

2010, 400 pp., $22.99.

Over the past #ve years, the #rst edition God, Mar-

riage, and Family: Rebuilding the Biblical Foundation 

has served the church well. !e text presented a clear 

and unapologetically biblical theology of marriage and 

family; meticulously researched, God, Marriage, and 

Family quickly and rightly became the standard work in 

this #eld for conservative evangelical Christians.

Much has improved in this second edition: Sections 

on corporal punishment, singleness, and homosexuality 

have been expanded. !e chapter on divorce and remar-

riage has been reworked completely and presents its case 

more clearly than before. !e format and overall design 

are easier to follow.

!is new edition is not without its problems, how-

ever—particularly in relation to the #eld of family min-

istry. In what appears to be a well-intended attempt to 

consider theologically some current trends in family 

ministry, a new chapter has been added to this edition: 

“God, Marriage, Family, and the Church: Learning to 

Be the Family of God.” While remaining appreciative of 

the balance of the book, I wish to raise some concerns 

related to this new chapter.

One primary point of concern in this new chapter 

is in an apparent assumption that family-based, family-

equipping, and family-integrated models of ministry are 

three variations of family integration rather than three 

distinct approaches to family ministry. Admittedly, some 

elements of each one do overlap at times with others—

but each model remains quite distinct and particular.

The new chapter in God, Marriage, and Family 

states, for example, that “some churches are more pur-

ist in their convictions and application of family inte-

gration, while others are amenable to combine this 

approach with other approaches” (259), with text and 

footnote alike suggesting that the three models of family 

ministry are three forms or degrees of family integra-

tion. Family-based and family-equipping are apparently 

less “purist” forms of a single phenomenon of family 

integration. 

Verifying that this is indeed how these three mod-

els are being presented, the term “family-based youth 

ministry” is used to describe a youth ministry led by 

parents instead of a youth pastor, which is in turn pre-

sented as an example of family integration (259). !is 

confuses what is implied by the phrase “family integra-

tion” (which would entail the elimination of all age-

segmented ministries in the church and thus not have 

separate youth activities at all)1 as well as “family-based 

youth ministry” (which would be led by a professional 

youth minister who would plan some intergenerational 

events in addition to age-segmented events).2 !e pre-

sentation in this chapter, however, con<ates two very 

di&erent approaches to family ministry.

!is leads to a second concern with the new chapter: 

One foundation of this misconstrual of models appears to 

be the assumption that these models have emerged only 

recently (258) and that there is insufficient data from 

which to assess them fully; at one point, it is even stated 

that “family-integrated” is the only term that was “widely 

used” when this new chapter was being written (372). 
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In fact, family-based ministry has been discussed at 

both academic and practical levels for decades. In the 

late 1970s, Harry Parkin from Nommesen University 

was speaking in favor of recovering “family-based faith” 

at Lutheran conferences. Charles Sell’s 1981 and 1995 

textbook on family ministry described “family-based 

Christian education.”3 In 1994, the #rst edition of Mark 

DeVries’ Family-Based Youth Ministry brought this 

discussion to a practical level and helped to coalesce 

family-based ideas into an identi#able model for youth 

ministry. Since that time, a host of books and articles—

including doctoral projects and dissertations—have 

explored family-based ministry at a variety of levels. All 

of these discussions of family-based ministry emerged 

separate from any discussion of family integration.

Additionally, there is academic and professional lit-

erature related to family-integrated ministry that pre-

cedes the discussion into which this new chapter wades. 

In the mid-1980s, Malan Nel of the University of Preto-

ria was pressing for “inclusive congregational” ministry. 

In Nel’s vision, children and youth would be “an integral 

part of the congregational whole” and “youths [would] 

not become a separate group.”4 His book Jeugbedien-

ing: ‘n Inklusiewe Gemeentelike Benaderin clearly articu-

lated the implications of the inclusive congregational 

approach for church-based youth ministries in South 

Africa.5 Nel’s chapter in Mark Senter’s 2001 book Four 

Views of Youth Ministry and the Church summarized his 

inclusive congregational approach for English-speaking 

audiences.

!e suggestion in God, Marriage, and Family that 

the three primary family ministry models are forms of 

family integration—as well as the claims that the mod-

els have emerged only in “recent years” and that the 

terms (with the exception of family-integrated) are not 

“widely used”—overlooks a broad range of scholarly and 

popular writings. Family-based ministry in particular is 

not new at all, either as a term or as a concept. Writings 

related to these models span more than three decades.

Two problematic subtexts in the chapter relate pri-

marily to family-integrated churches (FICs): (1) At 

times, it seems that the author may assume family-inte-

grated churches do not practice regenerate member-

ship and Communion—though this is not clearly stated 

(263, as well as footnote 29 on page 373). In fact, credo-

baptist and some paedobaptist FICs do practice regener-

ate membership and Communion. In the paedobaptist 

FICs that do not practice regenerate membership and 

Communion, the foundation for these practices is not 

their view of family integration but their view of the 

covenants, coupled in some cases with their under-

standing of the Federal Vision. (2) The chapter takes 

the phrase “family of families”—a term used by some 

proponents of FIC—to imply an ecclesiological revi-

sion in which the nuclear family becomes the primary 

redemptive unit rather than the church. Proponents of 

family integration have, however, repeatedly clarified 

what they intend by this phrase—most notably in the 

book Perspectives on Family Ministry.6 Their intent is 

not any ecclesiological revision but simply a functional 

description of the way in which they seek to disciple 

one another and to witness to the world, by mobilizing 

families.

!ese errors do not negate the many strengths of the 

remainder of this text. At the same time, it is hoped that 

it will not take #ve years for a third edition of God, Mar-

riage, and Family—with a corrected chapter on family 

ministry—to be released.

Timothy Paul Jones, Ph.D. 

Associate Professor of Discipleship and  

Family Ministry 

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

ENDNOTES
 1Voddie Baucham, Family-Driven Faith: Doing What 

It Takes to Raise Sons and Daughters Who Walk With 

God (Wheaton: Crossway, 2007) 194-95.
 2Mark DeVries with Earl F. Palmer, Family-Based 

Youth Ministry, rev. ed. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 

Press, 2004) 197-210.
 3“This Hope Does Not Disappoint Us,” Lutheran 

Standard 17 (1977); Charles Sell, “Some Over-

all Approaches,” Family Ministry (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1995) 151-52.
 4Malan Nel, “Inclusive Congregational Approach,” 

Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church, ed. 

Mark Senter III (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001) 4.
 5Malan Nel, Jeugbediening: ‘n Inklusiewe Gemeentelike 
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Navorsing) 1998.
 6Paul Renfro, “Why Family Integration Still Works,” 

Perspectives on Family Ministry:  ree Views (Nash-

ville: B&H Academic, 2009) 89-90.
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“Listen, Israel,” the Holman Christian Standard Bible 

renders the familiar words of Moses, “the Lord our 

God, the Lord is One” (Deut. 6:4).

!e setting in which these words were delivered was 

one of the great scenes of Scripture. God’s people are 

poised for conquest, camped within 

sight of the long-promised land. 

Moses, now a seasoned leader who 

knows his days are numbered, gath-

ers the people to remind them one 

last time what matters most. Recalling 

their struggles, Moses shi$s his focus 

from codes and rules. Moses, inspired 

by the very Spirit of God, gives the 

people a single command that sums 

up all the statutes and ordinances in a 

single sweeping statement. !is com-

mand isn’t aimed only at the head; it 

aims for the heart too: “Listen, Israel; 

the Lord our God, the Lord is One. 

Love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, all your soul and with all your 

strength. !ese words that I am giving you today are to 

be in your heart.”

!is passage is saturated with key relational words: 

“Listen!” “Love!” “Heart!” !ese words would forever 

alter the way in which the people of Israel considered 

their connection to their God.

Listen.

Listen to the timeless word of God, for “many are 

the plans in a man’s heart, but it’s the Lord purpose that 

prevails” (Prov 19:21).

Listen to Solomon instructing us to “train up a child 

according to the way he should go and when he is old 

he will not depart from it” (Prov 22:6). Could it be 

that God designed the home as the #rst and best “small 

group” because no one understands better than parents 

the unique “bent” of each child?

Listen to the Spirit-fueled words of Peter at Pente-

cost, who tells new believers that the promise of new life 

in Christ Jesus, the new covenant, is not just for them, 

but “for you and for your children” (Acts 2:39). 

Keep listening.

Listen to single parents in forty percent of American 

homes who are struggling to pay the mortgage and to 

keep food on the table. Listen as they long for a compas-

sionate church to surround their children with uncon-

ditional love.
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Listen to the parents who blindly accept the cul-

ture’s values for their children because the church hasn’t 

had the courage to teach them the truth. 

Listen to the parents who long to be spiritual leaders 

in their households but who have had no models—and 

who are spiritually intimidated by the so-called religious 

experts. 

Listen to studies that con#rm our concern about the 

future of the Christian faith. Fewer individuals are a%li-

ating themselves with any form of the Christian faith.

Listen to the research that, despite several decades of 

innovation in providing a powerful church experiences 

for children and teenagers, young adults aren’t even able 

to articulate basic truths about the Christian faith.1

Listen to the growing chorus of children and student 

workers and ministers who are burning out beneath the 

weight of trying to do in the church what was designed 

to be done primarily in the home—disciple the next 

generation.

If you are reading this, you are likely already passion-

ate about refocusing the church’s vision to equip fami-

lies. I would invite you to get on your knees. Slow down. 

Cease your striving (Psalm 46:10). Open the Scriptures. 

Be a missionary in your own culture. Pay careful atten-

tion to the messages you are hearing, delivered daily by 

the parents, children, teenagers, community and church 

around you. Invite others to join you in praying and 

pondering. 

Listen to God speak. 

!en and only then will your plans line up with his.

Listen.

ENDNOTES
 1Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul 

Searching: "e Religious and Spiritual Lives of Ameri-

can Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2005).
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