






Cosmic combat occurs every Friday 
morning at a co!ee shop a few blocks 
from my home. If you happen to be 
ordering your mocha latte during this 
episode of intergalactic warfare, you 
might not even notice. Neither arms 
nor armor can be seen at the epicenter 
of this celestial struggle. No lightsabers 
are visible, and no voices are raised. At 
the nexus of the battle, there is only a 
man of not-quite-average height in one 
chair, a bubbly and beautiful middle-
school girl in another, and a Bible and 
a couple of ceramic mugs on the table 
between them. 

Do not let such mundane appear-
ances misguide you: This is cosmic 
combat. When I as a father sit at that 
table with my daughter, building on a 
week of family devotions and mother-
daughter discussions, I am at war. "is 
is not war with my daughter; it is war 
for my child’s soul.

Even as I train Hannah to take up 

her cross and root her identity in Jesus Christ, the sur-
rounding culture calls her to celebrate immaturity, to 
smirk at sin, and to center her passions on pleasures that 
will slip away. This is war because the same serpentine 
dragon in that celestial con#ict that John glimpsed on 
Patmos who longed to consume the fruit of Mary’s womb 
also wants to devour my children (Rev 12:1–9). His 
weapons in this con#ict are neither the priests of Molech 
nor the soldiers of Herod ( Jer 32:35–36; Matt 2:16). "e 
Enemy’s weapons in my child’s life are slickly-promoted 
celebrities and commercials that subtly but surely cor-
rode her soul. What we wrestle against in this battle is 
not “#esh and blood, but against the rulers, against the 
authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present 
darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heav-
enly places” (Eph 6:12).

Over the past few years, I have spent thousands 
of hours carefully researching how Christian parents 
are shaping their children’s souls. Throughout this 
process, I’ve repeatedly bumped up against a painful 
but unavoidable truth: "e overwhelming majority of 
Christian parents are not actively engaged in any sort 
of battle for their children’s souls. When it comes to 
the process of discipling their progeny, most Christian 



fathers have abandoned the $eld completely. 
In the simplest possible terms, if you as a parent are 

personally engaged in a process to transform the con-
tours of your child’s soul, you are a minority. If you are a 
father and you are actively and intentionally discipling 
your child, you stand in an even smaller minority.

However, I envision a time when Christian fathers 
consistently engage in planned discipleship processes 
with their children. I eagerly anticipate an era when 
fathers regularly lead family worship times and spon-
taneous spiritual conversations. I do not describe my 
own practices because I do them so perfectly—I don’t. I 
share what I do simply so that other fathers can see this 
as something that God can enable them to do as well. 
These practices are not consistently happening right 
now—I know that. But I believe that they can happen, 
and I $rmly hope that they will. 

Part of what must precede such a revival is a God-
centered, Scripture-rooted, gospel-driven understand-
ing of what it means to be a father. And that’s what we 
hope to shape in you throughout this issue of !e Jour-
nal of Family Ministry.

Fatherhood is the focus of this issue of JFM—but 
such a focus requires far more than a discussion that 
begins and ends with the dynamics of human father-
hood. Anything that is good in the habits of human 
fathers is good only because it re#ects the goodness of 
our heavenly Father (see Eph 3:14-19). 

To explore fatherhood as believers in Jesus Christ 
requires us to begin by looking at the One who provides 
the only perfect paradigm for fathers. For this reason, 
the $rst two feature articles in this issue wrestle deeply 
with what it means—both within the Trinity and for us 
as brothers and sisters of Jesus—to call God “Father.” 
Ken Can$eld from Pepperdine University explores the 
impact of fatherlessness, while biblical counselor Heath 
Lambert considers how the church must respond when 
a husband or father abuses his authority. "e research 
briefs in this issue focus on what parents are—and 
aren’t—doing to disciple their children. "e JFM forum 
and book reviews consider the relationship between 
family ministry, children’s ministry, and youth ministry. 
"e last couple of articles in this issue are from pastors, 
Pete Schemm and David Prince. Each one explores at a 

very practical level how earthly fathers can re#ect more 
completely the fatherhood of God.

Once again, we encourage you to subscribe to JFM 
using the card inserted in this issue. "e editorial sta! 
also welcomes submissions of articles and book reviews; 
editorial guidelines are included in this issue. "emes for 
forthcoming issues appear inside the back cover. 

In any endeavor of this magnitude, there are times 
when statements are printed that could communicate in 
ways that were not intended. In the Fall/Winter 2010 
issue, some portions of the article “When Does Life 
End?” call for clari$cation. Speci$cally, the article iden-
ti$ed the use of a feeding tube as potentially constitut-
ing aggressive therapy and classified a broad range of 
medical responses in the category of “treatment.” "is 
may have suggested that no moral obligation exists to 
provide nutrition and hydration to persons with con-
ditions deemed by a physician to be incurable or irre-
versible. Understood in this way, the article would have 
le% the impression that it is acceptable to allow an indi-
vidual in a minimally-conscious or vegetative state to die 
of starvation or dehydration. "at is not the position of 
this journal, of "e Southern Baptist "eological Semi-
nary, or even of the individual who wrote the article. 
"e editors regret the lack of clarity and o!er our sin-
cerest apologies. For a clear expression of our position 
on these issues, readers are encouraged to consult the 
three-part series “Terri Schiavo: Long-Term &uestions” 
on the website AlbertMohler.com.

Still learning to live as God’s child,
Timothy Paul Jones, Ph.D.

ENDNOTES
 1Portions of this editorial have been excerpted from !e 

Family Ministry Field Guide (Indianapolis: Wesleyan, 
2011). Used by permission.



"e title of this article may raise some 
immediate questions in the minds of 
readers: Is there really a connection 
between the doctrine of the Trinity 
and the design and practice of family 
ministry?1 To many persons, the Trin-
ity seems to be nearly impossible to 
understand and quite removed from 
real life issues. How could the Trin-
ity truly be relevant to anything that 
takes place in our daily lives, including 
the issues related to church and family 
ministry?

It may come as something of a sur-
prise to some readers that the doctrine 
of the Trinity is really and truly one 
of the most practical doctrines in the 
whole of what we believe in the Chris-
tian faith. Why? Because the Trin-
ity helps us to understand how the  
Persons of the Godhead—the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit—relate 
to one another and so work in this 
world, as well as how the triune God 

has designed many relationships among us humans to 
take place. Wherever you have human relationships—
which is about everywhere you look!—you have the 
opportunity to ask, “How do relationships among the 
trinitarian Persons help us understand how our rela-
tionships are to be lived out in ways that better re#ect 
something of the triune God and better express God’s 
designed purposes for us, his human creatures made in 
his image?”

In order to see how the doctrine of the Trinity is 
foundational for family ministry, we will consider three 
areas. First, a brief summary of the doctrine of the Trin-
ity will clarify what it is that Christians ought to believe. 
Second, we will consider some broad areas of trinitarian 
relationships in order to see how the doctrine of Trin-
ity provides helpful example and instruction for how 
we should live in relationship with others. Finally, we 
will explore how truths about the Trinity, rightly under-
stood, provide foundational underpinnings for family-
equipping ministries in the church.2

"e Christian faith a'rms that there is one and only 



one God. Moses instructed the children of Israel, “To 
you it was shown that you might know that the Lord, 
he is God; there is no other besides him” (Deut 4:35). 
God himself boldly declares through the prophet Isaiah, 
“Besides me there is no God. I will gird you, though you 
have not known me; that men may know from the rising 
to the setting of the sun that there is no one besides me. 
I am the Lord, and there is no other” (Isa 45:5-6). James 
in the New Testament agrees. “You believe that God is 
one,” he writes. “You do well; the demons also believe, 
and shudder” ( James 2:19).

Christian faith also a'rms that this one God eter-
nally exists and is fully expressed in three Persons: the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Each member of 
the Godhead is equally God, each is eternally God, and 
each is fully God—not three gods but three Persons 
of the one eternal Godhead. Each Person is equal in 
essence to the other divine Persons. Each possesses fully 
and simultaneously the identically same, eternal divine 
nature. Yet each is also an eternal and distinct personal 
expression of that one and undivided divine nature.

"e equality of essence among the members of the 
Trinity is greater than the equality that exists among 
human beings or among any other finite reality. For 
example, my wife Jodi and I are equally human, in that 
each of us possesses a human nature. Her nature is of the 
same kind as my nature—that is to say, human nature. 
Our equality is real and actual “equality of kind.” Each 
of us has the same kind of nature as the other.

"e equality of the three divine Persons is even more 
$rmly grounded than my equality with Jodi. "e Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit each possesses not merely 
the same kind of nature—that is to say, divine nature. 
"e Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit each also pos-
sesses fully and eternally the identically same nature. 
"eir equality, then, is not merely an equality of kind 
but what might be called an “equality of identity.” 

There is no stronger grounding possible for the 
full equality of Persons of the Godhead than this: the 
Son possesses eternally and fully the identically same 
nature as the nature that is possessed eternally and fully 
by the Father and by the Spirit; hence, their equality is 

not merely an equality of kind but is in fact an equal-
ity of identity. And so we a'rm today what the church 
has explicitly a'rmed as orthodox since the days of the 
Councils of Nicaea in A.D. 325 and Constantinople 
in A.D. 381: The oneness of God—and thus the full 
essential equality of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit—is constituted precisely in a oneness of divine 
nature possessed fully, simultaneously, and eternally by 
each of the divine Persons. "ere is one and only one 
God, precisely because there is one and only one eternal 
and in$nite divine nature which is the common posses-
sion and full possession of the Father, and of the Son, 
and of the Holy Spirit. God is one in essence and three 
in Persons.

Now, notice this carefully: Since by nature or essence 
the Father, Son, and Spirit are identically the same, what 
distinguishes the Father from the Son and each of them 
from the Spirit cannot be their one and undivided divine 
essence. At the level of the divine essence, each is quite 
literally indistinguishable as each possesses eternally and 
fully the identically same divine nature. 

What, then, distinguishes the Father from the Son 
and each of them from the Spirit? What distinguishes 
the Persons of the Trinity are (1) the particular roles that 
each has within the Trinity and in the work each carries 
out in the world, and, (2) the respective relationships 
that each has with the other divine Persons and within 
the creation that the triune God has made. Since the 
Father, Son, and Spirit must be distinct from each other 
as Persons, while they are in another sense identical to 
one another in their common essence, their distinction 
must be in these areas of roles and relationships, since 
they cannot be distinct in regard to their divine essence. 
How, then, are the roles and relationships of the Father, 
the Son, and the Spirit, distinct from one another? And 
how do these distinctions help us in understanding bet-
ter the ways in which the Trinity can provide a founda-
tion for family-based ministry?



"e Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are each fully God. 
"ey are each equally God. "ey each fully possess one 
undivided divine nature. Yet each Person of the God-
head is di!erent in role and relationship with respect 
to the others. To distinguish the roles and relationships 
that exist in and among the triune Persons, we might say 
this: "e Father is supreme in authority among the Per-
sons of the Godhead, and he is responsible for devising 
the grand purposes and plans that take place through all 
of creation and redemption (see, for example, Eph 1:3, 
9-11). "e Son is under the Father’s authority and seeks 
always to do the Father’s will. Although the Son is fully 
God, he nonetheless takes his lead from the Father and 
seeks to glorify the Father in all that he does (see, for 
example, John 8:28-29, 42). The Spirit is under both 
the Father and the Son. As the Son sought to glorify the 
Father in all he did, the Spirit seeks to glorify the Son, to 
the ultimate praise of the Father (see, for example, John 
16:14; 1 Cor 12:3; Phil 2:11).

To understand how these roles are expressed, con-
sider some of the works that God accomplishes. O%en 
we think of these as the works of “God,” and rightly they 
are. Yet these are the works of the triune God, with the 
Father, Son, and Spirit each contributing to the whole 
of the work and together accomplishing all that God 
brings to pass. 

Consider God’s work of redemption: The Father 
purposed and planned that our redemption as sinners 
would be accomplished. The Father planned that it 
would take place through the work of his Son, such that 
his Son would have the highest place of exaltation in 
the end (Eph 1:9-10). "e Father is the one who chose 
us in Jesus before the world had yet been created (Eph 
1:3). "e Father chose the Son to be the One who would 
come as our Savior and die for our sins (Acts 2:23; 1 Pet 
1:20). When the Son came, he made it clear over and 
again that he came down from heaven to do his Father’s 
will ( John 6:38), even declaring in Gethsemane that his 

upcoming death on the cross was speci$cally the will of 
his Father (Matt 26:39). 

"e Son, for his part, came in full obedience to the 
Father. His coming was not his own doing but occurred 
because of the Father’s initiative ( John 8:42). Of course 
the Son is in full agreement with this, his Father’s will—
but that it was the will of the Father is recognized and 
acknowledged by the Son over and over again. "e Son 
had the distinct role of becoming incarnate in order to 
take on our sin and provide his life as a substitute sacri-
$ce for us (Phil 2:6-8; 1 Pet 2:24). While it is true that 
the Son bore our sin on the cross, it is also true that the 
Father is the One who put our sin upon his own Son, in 
order to save us through the death that he would bring 
about through his Son (Isa 53:10; 2 Cor 5:21).

"e Spirit, for his part, came as the prophets foretold 
to anoint and empower the Son for the work that he was 
sent by the Father to accomplish (Isa 11:2; 61:1-3; Luke 
4:18-21). "e Spirit so worked in the Son so that the 
Messiah was able to accomplish all of the good works 
and perform the miracles he did, as the Father directed 
him ( John 5:19) and the Spirit empowered him (Acts 
10:38). When the atoning work of the Son was com-
plete, the Spirit raised Jesus from the dead (Rom 8:11) 
and empowered the disciples of Jesus on the day of Pen-
tecost (Acts 2:1-21). As Peter makes clear in his sermon 
that day, the Spirit’s coming occurred because he was 
ultimately sent by the Father, though he was sent most 
directly upon these believers by the Son ( John 15:26; 
Acts 2:33). "e Spirit’s coming upon believers was to 
empower the proclamation of the Gospel (Acts 1:6-
8), to regenerate unbelievers, to baptize them into the  
body of Christ (Titus 3:5; 1 Cor 12:13), and to work in 
all who trust Jesus to make them fully like their Savior 
(2 Cor 3:18).

Many more examples may be found throughout 
Scripture, but God’s work in redemption is sufficient 
to illustrate this point: God works as the Father, the Son, 
and the Spirit, with each Person accomplishing the speci"c 
work that each one is responsible to do. Within the car-
rying out of these roles, there seems to be a clear rela-
tionship in which the Father is supreme in authority, 
the Son submits fully to the will of the Father, and the 
Spirit seeks to carry forward the work of the Son to the 



ultimate praise of the Father (Phil 2:11).3 "e distinc-
tions in their work, then, must be recognized if we are 
to understand rightly the outworking of God’s purposes 
and plans.

One further truth is essential for us to understand 
this pattern: "ere is full harmony in the work of the 
triune God, with no jealousy or bitterness, only love 
and harmony. "e Father never considers himself better 
than the Son or Spirit—even though he has authority 
over both and stands as the divine designer and grand 
architect of all that takes place! In fact, rather than put-
ting himself forward, the Father designs all things so 
that his Son, not himself, is given the primary spotlight 
in the history of creation and redemption. 

"e Son never begrudges the fact that he is the Son 
under the authority of the Father. Just the opposite, the 
Son loves nothing more than to do the will of the Father 
(see, for example, John 4:34). While always submitting 
completely and fully to the Father, the Son does so with 
joy and delight (Heb 12:2). "e Spirit, while being third 
in the Trinity and always under the ultimate authority 
of Father and Son, considers it his delight to honor and 
to glorify the Son ( John 16:14; 1 Cor 12:3).

Clearly, when we behold the Trinity for what it is, 
we should marvel! We should be amazed at the unity 
and harmony of this common work within author-
ity and relationships that have marked their roles and 
responsibilities throughout all eternity. Unity of pur-
pose and harmony of mission, yet with di!erentiation in 
lines of authority and submission within the Godhead! 
"is truly is a marvel to consider.

How does this doctrine of the Trinity constitute 
the foundation for family ministry in the church? In 
short, the Trinity provides us with a model in which 
we understand the members of a family as fully equal in 
their value and dignity as human beings made in God’s 
image. Yet each member has distinct roles and relation-
ships within the family; these roles and relationships are 

worked out within an authority-submission structure 
that God designed as purposefully reflective of God 
himself.4

In other words, the Trinity presents us with the 
truth that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are fully 
equal in their essence while also presenting the truth 
that the authority-submission structure of the Trinity 
is inviolable with the Father as supreme, the Son under 
the Father, and the Spirit under the Father and the Son. 
Each divine Person is fully equal as God. Yet the Father 
and Son and Spirit each carries out a distinct role and 
does so within an eternal relational structure of author-
ity and submission.

"is trinitarian perspective helps us to understand 
the family. All the members of a family are equal in who 
they are as human beings. Each one is equal in value and 
dignity and worth; in this, they mirror the equality that 
we see among the three Persons of the Trinity. Because 
of this equality of dignity and worth, each member of 
the family ought to be accorded respect and be treated 
as someone created in the image of God. 

Also mirrored in the family are trinitarian distinc-
tives that relate to roles and relationships. The hus-
band and father has, under God, the highest place of 
authority in the household. His wife submits to him, 
and his children obey both him and his wife. "e wife 
is under the authority of her husband, but is over the 
children in the household, partnering with their father 
to ensure that they learn godliness and obedience. "e 
children are under the authority of both of their parents, 
understanding that they are to learn from their father 
and mother what is most important in life, all the while 
obeying their parents with joy and gladness. Both the 
equality and the distinctiveness that we see in the Trin-
ity should be re#ected in household relationships. "e 
church’s ministries must understand both this equality 
and this di#erentiation and seek to reinforce this in what 
the church encourages and teaches.

Let’s carefully consider some aspects of family rela-
tionships where the equality and di!erentiation of the 



members of a family can and should be seen as re#ective 
of the equality and di!erentiation within the Trinity.

Married men and fathers must realize and embrace 
the truth that God has invested in them a special 
responsibility for the spiritual leadership that they 
should develop in relation both to their wives and chil-
dren. In a real and vitally important sense, husbands 
and fathers bear responsibility for the Christian nurture 
of their households—a responsibility that di!ers from 
their wife and from other members of the household. 
"e husband of the household is granted a privilege and 
a duty, before the Lord, to direct the discipleship and 
development that takes place with their wives and with 
their children. 

This is abundantly clear as it relates both to the 
spiritual well-being of a husband’s wife, and of a father’s 
children. No clearer or more forceful passage could 
be mentioned here than Paul’s words to the church in 
Ephesus (Eph 5:25—6:4). A husband is called to regard 
his relationship with his wife in a manner that is likened 
to Christ’s relationship with the church. Jesus loved the 
church dearly and deeply and gave himself for her “that 
he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the wash-
ing of water with the word, so that he might present the 
church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle 
or any such thing, that she might be holy and without 
blemish” (Eph 5:26-27). "en Paul added these words, 
“In the same way husbands should love their wives as 
their own bodies” (Eph 5:28). It simply is impossible to 
have given a more forceful or more compelling directive 
to husbands for how they must consider their responsi-
bility as spiritual leaders and lovers of their wives. One 
phrase particularly captures the end goal that a husband 
must keep in his mind as the $nal purpose for Christ’s 
love toward the church: “that she might be holy and 
without blemish” (Eph 5:27). "e headship of the hus-
band must take to heart the sober and joyous responsi-
bility to work, to serve, to love, to pray, and long for the 
continual spiritual growth of his wife.

According to Ephesians 6:1-2, children are to obey 
their parents and to honor their fathers and mothers, 

recognizing that this is the first commandment with 
a divine promise (Eph 6:1-2). Notice that “parents”—
that is fathers and mothers—are in view in these $rst 
two verses. One might expect that, in the next verse, 
Paul would have continued to urge both parents—but 
he doesn’t! Instead, Paul aimed his next direction spe-
ci$cally toward fathers of households: “Fathers, do not 
provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in 
the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” "e point 
is clear: Fathers in particular bear special responsibility 
for the faith-training of their children. As heads of their 
houses, some fathers might abuse their authority in ways 
that would provoke their children to anger—but that 
is not God’s way. Instead, fathers are to create an atmo-
sphere where they lead their children in the discipline of 
obedience to Jesus and in learning the wisdom of Jesus. 
Fathers have the God-given mandate and privilege of 
blessing their children by cultivating a household envi-
ronment where children grow to respect, love, and fol-
low Jesus, in obedience to their fathers and in honor of 
both their fathers and mothers.

Both headship relationships—the husband guiding 
his wife and the father directing his children—can be 
easily perverted into one of two sinful tendencies. One 
sinful response is for men to abuse their headship by 
being heavy-handed, mean-spirited, harsh, or demand-
ing in unloving ways. God has not given husbands this 
authority for the purpose of gratifying their own plea-
sures or for exploiting opportunities for their own com-
fort! Godly authority is exercised out of benevolence, 
not out of sel$shness. "e husband’s headship must be 
invested in constant healing, restoration, growth, and 
joy in family relationships.

"e second sinful perversion of headship is far more 
sinister yet far less obvious. In this perversion, husbands 
and fathers abdicate their God-given responsibility. 
Such men are not necessarily mean-spirited; they are 
simply not there. When we abdicate our responsibili-
ties as husbands and fathers, we become apathetic, dis-
tant, o%en absent, uninterested and uninvolved in the 
spiritual direction of our wives and children. "e harm 
that we in#ict on our families through apathy and unin-
volvement can wound just as deeply as the harm that is 
in#icted through heavy-handed sel$shness. "e souls of 



our wives wilt before our eyes, and our children grow 
more distant and more attached to peers than parents 
as they seek the love and leadership that they lack from 
their fathers. 

God has assigned husbands and fathers a sacred 
stewardship that involves responsibility for the spiritual 
growth and well-being of wives and children. "e roles 
and relationships within the Trinity call us to realize 
that God intends households to re#ect a reality that is 
true in the Godhead itself. And since this is true, church 
ministries must be designed in ways that acknowledge 
and equip husbands and fathers to carry out these 
responsibilities. In too many cases, well-intended church 
ministries have usurped the father’s role in the disciple-
ship of his children. How much better to train men so 
that they can lead their families to grow in love for God 
and in knowledge of God’s Word! Family ministry must 
give focused attention to the training of men. In a very 
real sense, as the husbands and fathers go, so goes the 
family and, as households in a congregation go, so goes 
the congregation.

Here is a simple yet revolutionary and counter-cul-
tural observation: Every New Testament passage o!er-
ing instruction directly to wives includes one common 
element. In every instance, wives are commanded to 
submit to their husbands (Eph 5:22-24; Col 3:18; Titus 
2:3-5; and 1 Pet 3:1-6). Today, it is rare, even at Chris-
tian weddings, for the bride’s vows to include a promise 
to “submit to” her husband. 

Our culture despises submission as much as it 
despises authority, but God calls us to a di!erent mind 
and heart on this matter. And here, wives can bene$t 
enormously from the doctrine of the Trinity in realizing 
that submission is itself re#ective of the very submis-
sion eternally given by the Son to his Father, and by the 
Spirit to the Father and the Son. In this sense, God calls 
wives to be what he is, just as he has also called husbands 
to be what he also is. In obeying the biblical command 
to submit to their husbands, it is not enough simply to 
grit your teeth and submit, resenting this calling. Why 
is such begrudging submission insu'cient? It is because 

such an attitude fails to understand the nature of sub-
mission as a reflection of the Son’s submission to the 
Father, and the Spirit’s submission to the Father and 
the Son. In the Trinity, just as the Father exercises his 
authority with impeccable wisdom and goodness, so the 
Son and Spirit give joyous and glad-hearted submission 
to the Father, always longing to do just what is asked or 
commanded of them. 

In addition, just as the husband’s thoughtful and lov-
ing headship should re#ect Christ’s relationship to the 
church (Eph 5:25-27, 31-32), so the wife’s glad-hearted 
and consistent submission should re#ect the church’s 
privilege of absolute submission before the lordship of 
the Messiah (Eph 5:24, 31-32). "erefore, the type of 
submission a wife is called to render to her husband is 
joyful and glad-hearted. A wife, then, should seek before 
God to render submission that seeks to help, longs to 
serve, and looks for opportunities to assist in any way 
that will be an encouragement and help to God’s call-
ing upon her husband’s life. Just as God calls all of us to 
submit to authority with whole heart and willing spirit, 
so this special calling and privilege is given to wives as a 
re#ection of the triune relations within the Godhead.

But let’s be clear about this also: Submission can be 
very di'cult. Unlike the church’s relationship to Jesus, 
in which the church can be confident that anything 
Jesus commands will be wise and good, husbands cannot 
be counted on to lead with #awless wisdom and good-
ness. In fact, sometimes husbands are pitifully unlike 
Christ, and submission can be very di'cult. Wives are 
not commanded to “retrain” their husbands, though 
they might endeavor to do so through fervent and godly 
example. Wives nonetheless are commanded to submit 
to these imperfect husbands.

"e most striking passage here is Peter’s instruction 
to wives. Peter speci$cally addresses wives whose hus-
bands are unbelieving. Presumably, these husbands may 
be the most difficult for a Christian wife to live with 
and under. An unbelieving husband might have far less 
in common with his wife’s spiritual interests. Despite 
this, Peter instructs these wives to be subject to their 
own husbands, so that they may be guided toward the 
Messiah through the godly conduct of their wives (1 
Pet 3:1-2). 



I $nd it astonishing that it is in this text, of all New 
Testament passages that teach on husband and wife rela-
tions, that the strongest language is used to describe a 
wife’s submission! Peter appealed to Sarah as an example 
and said that she “obeyed Abraham, calling him lord”  
(1 Pet 3:6a), indicating that they would be Sarah’s “chil-
dren” if they fearlessly followed this example (1 Pet 
3:6b).5

Make your relationship to your husband an issue of 
spiritual accountability before the Lord, and live before 
your husband in a way that honors Christ. God will 
honor you as you seek to honor him and his Word. He 
will bless you enormously as you seek to obey him by 
being faithful to ful$lling what he has called you to do.

Children are given the role both of obeying their 
parents and of honoring their father and mother. Every 
parent understands that you can receive obedience—
at least outward obedience—without receiving honor. 
Children must view honoring their parents as essen-
tial to their role in the household. To honor parents is 
to respect them as persons and to listen attentively to 
their instruction as persons older and wiser. Parents bear 
primary responsibility for how children are raised, but 
children bear responsibility for responding to parents 
in appropriate ways. Even now, learn to view your par-
ents as God’s gi%s to you and to consider their words of 
advice, warning, encouragement, and instruction.

The equality that exists in the Trinity is reflected 
in the equality by which God has made every human 
being. Since each member of your family is made in 
the image of God, each should be treated in ways that 
are $tting to who they are. Insults, unhealthy sarcasm, 
lying, and hurting one another have no place in a fam-
ily, because they dishonor both God and those made in 
his image. Parents and church ministries together must 
cultivate an atmosphere where children learn to speak to 
one another and act toward each other in ways that $nd 
approval in God’s sight.

Family-equipping ministry seeks to partner with 
husbands, wives, parents, and children to assist them 

in learning what it means to be a family as God intends 
them to be. Men embracing biblical manhood, women 
embracing biblical womanhood, and children embrac-
ing their biblical roles under their dads and moms—
this is what the family-equipping church seeks to foster 
and to advance. In each of these roles, the model of the 
Trinity provides invaluable guidance, for we see in the 
Trinity that the Ones who submit are fully equal to the 
One who holds ultimate authority in their relationships. 
Equality and distinction, oneness and di!erence, unity 
and harmony, mark the Trinity. "ese same realities, in 
$nite measure, ought to mark the family relationships 
we enjoy, as persons created in the very image of the 
triune God.
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We are privileged to have direct commands from God 
concerning fatherhood in Scripture. We are com-

manded to train and instruct our 
children in the ways of God without 
making them bitter (Eph 6:4). We 
are commanded (negatively) against 
provoking our children to the point of 
discouragement. Scripture teaches us 
to saturate our homes with the Word 
of God (Deut 6:7-8) and make sure 
proper discipline is meted out in order 
to lead our children away from danger-
ous folly and into the peaceful fruit of 
righteousness (Heb 12:7-11). Beyond 
these instructions, we have the Prov-
erbs, compiled by a father whose heart 
burned to impart wisdom from above 
into the heart of his son (Prov 1:4-9). 
We have a great deal of instruction 

from the Lord concerning fatherhood, but, frankly, we 
need more than instruction. A%er all, even instruction 
manuals are typically illustrated. While we are indeed 
thankful for any directions we receive concerning child 
rearing, we could use more help. We need a model of 

fatherhood. We need to see fatherhood in action. Read-
ing instructions is always made easier by seeing a living 
example. How much better would it be to have a living 
example of fatherhood? "anks be to God, we have such 
an example. We have the perfect example to learn from 
now that we have become children of God. Now that 
the Sprit has helped us, we can cry out, “Abba, Father,” 
to the only perfect father knowable on the earth. We call 
the living God our Father.

The thought of calling God “Father” is almost 
unthinkable to many people, including Muslims. Born 
into the upper class of the Muslim society in Paki-
stan, Bilquis Sheikh later converted to Christ. In her 
testimony concerning her conversion, Bilquis Sheikh 
remembers how shocking it was when a certain Dr. 
Santiago $rst suggested that she address God as Father: 
“Talk to him as if he were my Father! The thought 
shook my soul in the peculiar way truth has of being 
at once startling and comforting.”1 You can read the 
remainder of Bilquis’s testimony in the book I Dared 
to Call him Father. My aim in this article is to shake our 
souls in the peculiar way truth has of being startling and 
comforting at the same time. Speci$cally, we who wish 
to call ourselves father have direct access to the perfect 



Father through Jesus Christ, his Son. If we know Christ, 
we know the Father—a truth both startling and com-
forting to us who hope to be (in an earthen vessel way) 
good fathers.

We have many $ne examples of earthly fathers. Jona-
than Edwards comes immediately to mind. So impres-
sive was the outcome of Edwards’s parenting that liberal 
scholars in the early twentieth century used his family 
to argue for eugenics!2 "e Edwards family produced 
more than six dozen elected o'cials, including gover-
nors, senators, and Vice President Aaron Burr (who was 
Jonathan Edwards’ grandson by his daughter Esther). 
George Marsden writes, “the Edwards family produced 
scores of clergymen, thirteen presidents of higher learn-
ing, sixty-five professors, and many other persons of 
notable achievements.”3 A letter Edwards wrote to his 
daughter Esther is su'cient evidence of the wisdom and 
godly love he instilled in his family as their father. Esther 
had moved away from the family and had become ill. 
Su!ering both from homesickness and bodily sickness, 
she wrote to her father for counsel. He replied, “Labor 
while you live, to serve God and do what good you can, 
and endeavor to improve every dispensation to God’s 
glory and your own spiritual good, and be content to do 
and bear all that God calls you to in this wilderness, and 
never expect to $nd this world anything better than a 
wilderness.”4 "e profundity of Edwards in his ability to 
o!er both a so% warning and a strong consolation to his 
daughter during her su!ering is manifestly available to 
us who have access to him through his writings. We can 
learn from the earthly example of Jonathan Edwards.

A less theological example is the fatherhood exam-
ple of Dick Hoyt. Dick Hoyt serves as a tremendous 
example of what it means to be a father devoted to his 
son. Dick was told that his son—a spastic quadriple-
gic—needed to be institutionalized because he would 
never be able to function properly on his own. Yet, Dick 
kept his son at home, working with his communication 
ability and keeping him in school. Dick’s son was able 
to let him know that he wanted to run in a 5k fund-
raiser for a high school classmate who had been injured. 
Dick actually ran the 5k pushing his son in a wheelchair 
in front of him all the way. At the conclusion of the 
race, Dick’s son told him that while they were running,  

he didn’t feel handicapped. "at was all the incentive 
Dick Hoyt needed. He has now completed 68 mara-
thons, 238 triathlons, and 6 ironman triathlons while 
pushing, pulling, and riding his son through every step, 
every swimming stroke, and every pedal.5 Dick Hoyt is 
undeniably devoted to his son in a way that few of us 
earthly fathers know. We can learn from this earthly 
example of fatherhood.

Yet, for all the devotion that Dick Hoyt has shown 
to his son, Rick, his devotion does not go far enough. It 
is not complete. "e devotion that our heavenly Father 
has shown to his Son, Jesus Christ, is complete. It takes 
into account all glory and every joy in heaven and on 
earth. Our heavenly Father has, in fact, now given his 
Son the name that is above every name so that all will 
bow down in worship to him (Phil 2:9-11). Just as there 
is incompleteness in the example of Dick Hoyt, there 
is incompleteness in Jonathan Edwards, too. For all the 
wisdom that Jonathan Edwards was able to impart to his 
own children, his wisdom was, at best, borrowed from 
above, from the Father. As great as the greatest examples 
of fatherhood are for us on the earth, they pale in com-
parison to the singularly perfect example on display in 
the nature of our heavenly Father toward us who have 
been given the right to become children of God. Noth-
ing should be clearer to the Christian father than the 
fact that he has a heavenly Father who is perfect. "e 
Father Himself should instinctively be the preeminent 
source of our attempts to embrace fatherhood.

Yet, there has been a reticence in evangelicalism to 
exalt the fatherhood of God. In his book The Forgot-
ten Father,6 "omas Smail argues that Christians have 
abandoned the doctrine of the fatherhood of God as 
a consequence of liberal abuses of the term, on the one 
hand, and a charismatic emphasis of the Holy Spirit, on 
the other. John Armstrong agrees, saying that “over the 
last half century the church has experienced a wide-scale 
remembrance of the person and ministry of the Holy 
Spirit. In the process we have believed and preached a 
gospel in which the Father has been all but forgotten.”7 
Smail’s work is an attempt to correct the excesses and 
return a rightful Christian emphasis upon the father-
hood of God. In#uenced by Smail’s work, Armstrong 
argues that it is time for Christians to carry the doctrine 



further into the practice of the church to bring about 
revival.8 

If there is to be a revival of emphasis on the doc-
trine of the fatherhood of God, such a revival must be 
grounded in and formed by Scripture. Only the Word 
of God lasts forever without fail. So, for our under-
standing of fatherhood, we turn to Scripture to explore 
the instruction on this practical doctrine. We need not 
look far to $nd allusions to fatherhood. God the Father 
speaks univocally with the Son and the Spirit in creating 
humankind, “Let us make man in our image accord-
ing to our likeness” (Gen 1:26, NASB).9 "is “father-
hood” of all humankind becomes paradigmatic of all 
fatherhood, as is clear in the institution of family. In 
the marriage of man and woman, there is both a separa-
tion from fatherhood and an expectation of fatherhood. 
"e man leaves his father and mother so that he and his 
wife might become father and mother. In this manner, 
fatherhood is never discarded; it is always honored. No 
one is alive without it. "e $rst man, Adam, becomes 
a father, begetting a son in his own likeness (Gen 5:3), 
and originates the rich human tradition of establishing 
genealogies. It is not in this genealogical sense of father-
hood that we are able to speak of God as the Father of 
all. He is instead Creator of all human beings, and, as 
such, he offers care and provision for all ( Job 38; Isa 
43:6-7). God, as Creator, is, in a generic sense, Father 
of all. Yet, this general sense of fatherhood is not what 
the Bible is pointing to primarily when it speaks of God 
as Father. Speaking of God as a universal Father in the 
liberal sense of the twentieth century is an extrapolation 
of social theory placed back over biblical interpretation 
in the same manner a jockey places blinders over the 
eyes of his horse—ensuring that the animal will see only 
a particular course straight ahead. 

When the Bible speaks of the fatherhood of God, it 
speaks much more intimately than any generic, Creator 
references can imply. In Isaiah 43:6-7, for instance, God 
does speak generically, of his “sons” whom he created for 
his glory. In the clear context of that passage, however, 
God is addressing his children, whom he calls by the 

individual name Jacob, and he promises to deliver them 
from their enemies by giving the enemies to Jacob. In 
this way—in the way of blessing his chosen ones with 
salvation and deliverance—God will be glorified in 
these sons who come from afar, whom he created for his 
glory. "e Old Testament makes plain that the Father 
has a unique, chosen love for his son, Israel. Nowhere is 
this clearer than in the biblical account of the Exodus.

The Exodus account begins with the Father com-
manding Moses to confront Pharaoh, telling the Egyp-
tian ruler, “Let My people go” (Exod 8:20). "ere is no 
hint here of confusing the “My people” in the story. Nei-
ther Moses nor Pharaoh believes that God means every-
one under Egyptian rule. It is clear to all parties that by 
“My people” God means Israel. Israel—the o!spring of 
father Abraham whom God chose for covenant relation-
ship—are the people whom God calls “My people” (cf. 
Rom 4:17). God the Father, in love, turns the fatherless 
Abraham into the father of many nations. The “chil-
dren” of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob are children of 
the promise which God made to Abraham. They are 
children of the covenant. As such, they are uniquely the 
children of God. He is uniquely Father to them, as is 
made plain throughout the Old Testament (Deut 1:31; 
8:5; 14:1; 2 Sam 7:14; Hos 11:1).

What is stated in these Old Testament passages is on 
plain display in the Exodus itself. In the dramatic clash 
of power between God and Pharaoh, it becomes clear 
that the Father is demanding his right to nurture his 
own son. Pharaoh’s folly consists of denying the Father 
his son. In fact, Pharaoh’s consistent hardness toward 
God’s repeated pleas ends with one of the two power 
$gures losing his $rstborn son. "e heavenly Father does 
not lose his son. Pharaoh is the foolish, hard-hearted 
loser at the end of the Exodus encounter. "ough Pha-
raoh had su!ered through frogs and blood and hail, he 
had not yet reached the depths of his rebellious despair. 
"e $nal verdict made clear that this encounter was ulti-
mately about a Father and his son: “"en you shall say to 
Pharaoh, ‘"us says the Lord, ‘Israel is My son, My $rst-
born. So I said to you, ‘Let My son go that he may serve 
Me’; but you have refused to let him go. Behold, I will 
kill your son, your $rstborn’” (Exod 4:22-23, NASB). 

Already, our minds are racing to apply this doctrine 



of fatherhood to our daily lives, as we recognize one 
aspect of the father’s task to confront every earthly 
power which holds our sons captive. Even as the Father 
fought a victorious encounter with the world’s most 
powerful man (and his so-called gods), so, too, we will 
be called to $ght against those who would hold our chil-
dren captive to the god of this world. It is a good appli-
cation. Yet, we must be patient because more is le% to 
unfold from the New Testament— much more. "ough 
the Old Testament has indeed revealed uniqueness to 
the concept of fatherhood, we do not yet see a fully 
individualized access to the Father by the sons of Israel. 
Instead, we $nd a predominantly cultic (or communal) 
concept in operation. Israel as a group was considered 
to be the children of God. It is not made abundantly 
clear that individuals understood the full implications 
of divine paternity. 

In his impressive, six-volume work, God, Revelation, 
and Authority, Carl F. H. Henry asserts that familial 
intimacy exists in passages such as Psalm 23, Psalm 27, 
Psalm 30, and throughout the book of Job.10 Yet, Henry 
explains these passages as having derived from the logi-
cal working out of the covenant rather than from any 
conscious or formulated theology of fatherhood. In 
other words, Israelites seeking to be faithful to the cov-
enant were seeking God the Father as children should. 
They did trust his care, provision, and promises. But 
they did not have clear revelation concerning the Father. 
"ey had Moses and Abraham, but not yet Jesus. Conse-
quently, they did not have the individual sense of father-
hood which we see revealed in the New Testament. As 
Henry concludes, “Divine fatherhood in the individual 
sense has no signi$cance let alone sure place in the Old 
Testament religion.”11 Before we make our application, 
then, we must wait to see the full development of the 
doctrine of the fatherhood of God as it is disclosed in 
the New Testament.

No one doubts but that the New Testament 
books—particularly the gospels—explode with copious 
commentary concerning the fatherhood of God. The 
fourth gospel alone has 107 occurrences of the term 
Father relating to God.12 But the New Testament doc-
trine, as we have seen, is not a novel development; it 
is, rather, re$ned gold from the furnace of redemption, 

having gone through creation, curse, covenant, Exodus, 
conquest, kingdom, and exile. "e fatherhood of God 
for his son never disappeared along the way. It simply 
waited for the arrival of God’s only begotten Son for 
its de$nitive declaration. In former days, God spoke to 
his people through prophets in many different ways, 
but now, he has spoken $nally and decisively in his Son 
(Heb 1:3). "e Apostle John agrees with the writer of 
Hebrews, “No one has seen God at any time; the only 
begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, he has 
explained him” ( John 1:18). Jesus Himself made this 
plain when he said, “He who has seen Me has seen the 
Father” ( John 14:9). 

Jesus reveals the Father. "is fact is laden with impli-
cations for every aspect of our lives, but it is particularly 
germane to us as fathers who are looking to the New 
Testament for help. We come to a place of quiet sobri-
ety in which we realize that Jesus Christ opens for us a 
reality heretofore unknown. In times past, men knew of 
gods. "e Babylonians had their creation myth complete 
with Marduk defeating Tiamat. "e ancient Greeks had 
Plato’s Demiurge. Eastern religions had an uncount-
able number in the pantheon of gods involved in cre-
ation. Seemingly, every culture and people has explained 
creation in some way. So, it is no startling concept to 
hear of the Christian view of creation or of the Creator 
God. What is startling, however, is the accompanying 
truth that startled Bilquis Sheikh—namely, we know 
the Creator God as our heavenly Father. Christ has 
made him known. Islam—with its unyielding mono-
theism—knows nothing of God as Father. Even Judaism 
has not fully understood the implications latent in the 
covenantal language. It took the Incarnation of Christ 
to display—reveal, manifest, explain, exegete—the com-
forting truth of the “Our Father.” We have a heavenly 
Father. "is reality, at $rst, is startling. 

For all the good we can say about a father, we should 
begin with the fearful acknowledgement that fathers 
can be a little bit scary. Typically (and by design) fathers 
are the more authoritative and demanding members 
of the family. Sons and daughters rightfully fear their 
fathers to a certain extent. "e deep reverence children 
are supposed to possess toward their fathers is found in 
Jesus’ basic prayer instructions to his followers. He tells 



them to begin their addresses to their heavenly Father 
with “Let your name be holy” (Matt 6:9). We are com-
manded to sanctify or consecrate or “holi-fy” (if there 
were such a word) the name of our heavenly Father. 
Whatever we go on to say about the familiarity we 
have with our Father, we must begin such statements of 
familiarity with the startling reality that he alone is set 
apart in holiness. "e Father must be allowed to stand 
alone in holiness. Such holiness in the Lord’s Prayer is 
an indication that our approach to the Father is more 
about honoring and revering him than it is asking for 
goods and services to be rendered by him. As Leon Mor-
ris puts it, “"is prayer is not so much a petition that 
God will do some great act that will show everyone who 
and what he is, as a prayer that he will bring people to 
a proper attitude toward him. It expresses an aspiration 
that he who is holy will be seen to be holy and treated 
through his creation as holy.”13 Neither Morris nor we 
need to revert back to God merely as creator in saying 
such things about his name being hallowed. Rather, the 
point becomes for us the reality that we actually are able 
to approach the God behind the name that is set apart 
as supreme Creator and Ruler of the universe. It is the 
Creator God (and the Almighty Ruler God) whom we 
approach as Father. So, we must remember reverence 
when we cry, “Abba, Father.” 

We should be clear about what we are saying with 
respect to fatherhood. We are not attempting here to 
begin with our earthly concept of fathers and transfer-
ring that idea to our heavenly Father. We are, rather, 
understanding that Christ reveals the perfect Father 
and, in so doing, instructs those who would approach 
this Father to do so with due reverence (rather than with 
a laundry list of wants, demands, or tests). This eter-
nal reality—the reverence with which the divine Son 
approaches the heavenly Father—displays the norm by 
which we understand the reverence all fathers are sup-
posed to receive. Certainly, no earthly father warrants 
the consecration due to God alone, but, still, God the 
Father is behind every other legitimate father on earth. 
"erefore, fatherhood itself is exalted, as it re#ects the 
ultimate reality of the approachable God. Fatherhood 
is a holy endeavor.

What we see in the New Testament is that Jesus 

reveals the Father. We simply cannot begin with our 
earthly concepts of fatherhood if we hope to get to the 
right revelation of our perfect, heavenly Father. "ough 
earthly fatherhood reflects the glory of the heavenly 
Father, it will never display him fully or rightly. Indeed, 
as strange as this may sound, we cannot even begin with 
the Father himself for our understanding of God the 
Father, for “no one has seen him.” Instead, we must look 
to Jesus Christ if we are to see the Father. In this sense, 
understanding fatherhood is impossible apart from 
devotion to Christ. No place exists in speaking of the 
fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man generi-
cally. "e Father has children who are able through the 
$rstborn Son to approach him. "is is what Christ him-
self said: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no 
one comes to the Father but through me” ( John 14:6). 
Fatherhood—rightly understood—begins with Christ. 
Preeminently, God is the Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Christ, then, reveals his Father to us. As Henry 
says, “"e exclusive sonship that Jesus claims for himself 
is what enables all penitent sinners to experience moral 
and spiritual reconciliation with God. Jesus the ‘beloved 
Son’ in whom the Father delights . . . introduces alien-
ated sinners to the Father’s love which they may share 
through his mediatorial work.”14 We come to the Father 
through the Son.

As we noted before, Jesus—the one who gives access 
to the Father—also gives instruction concerning our 
approaching the Father. He says we must begin with 
reverence and sanctity. Jesus, who knows better than 
anyone the depth of the separation between God and 
sinners, has made a way through his own death and res-
urrection for us to have access to the Father, but such 
access is neither casual nor broad; it exists because of 
Christ. Jesus has mediated the means by which we 
approach our perfect Father in Heaven, and Jesus says, 
“Approach with care because he is Holy.” With holiness 
as our groundwork for approaching the Father through 
Christ, we begin to see the glorious reality of the Father 
unfold, so that throughout his life, Jesus would com-
mit himself to the will of the Father. As a child, Jesus 
separated from his earthly father and mother for a time 
because he had to be about his father’s business (Luke 
2:49).15 During his public ministry, Jesus was devoted 



to the will and purposes of his heavenly Father ( John 
2:4; Mark 3:31-35; Luke 11:27-28). And, at the end 
of his earthly life, Jesus famously prayed to the Father, 
“Not my will, but Yours be done” (Luke 22:42). As John 
makes plain, Jesus was always intent on accomplishing 
the Father’s will ( John 5:19). From his early journey to 
Jerusalem with his parents to his last journey to Jerusa-
lem with his disciples, Jesus devoted Himself to do his 
Father’s will. 

In so completely accomplishing the work which the 
Father gave him to do, Jesus proved what he taught his 
followers, that the Father’s name is hallowed. So, Jesus’ 
entire life on earth never outgrew the opening of the 
Lord’s Prayer. And Jesus, because he so faithfully con-
secrated the name of his Father, ended up putting the 
Father on full display throughout his life. Pleasing the 
Father was the preeminent delight and purpose of the 
Son because the Father alone was set apart in his perfec-
tions. What the Father commanded was the great good 
of accomplishing his mission. Obedience was not sim-
ply good. It was Jesus’ privilege, purpose, and pleasure. 
"e dynamic of the Father’s will and the Son’s obedient 
delight is evident in the prayer of John 17. "e prayer 
in John 17 brings into particularly sharp focus the per-
fect union of the Father and the Son (vv. 5-6) and spells 
out for the followers of Christ what it means to know 
the Father (vv. 1-3). John 17 is an intimate engagement 
between the only perfect Son and the only perfect 
Father ever known. 

Because of the profundity of this prayerful encoun-
ter between God the Father and God the Son, scholars 
have had some difficulty deciding upon exactly how 
they ought to refer to John 17. D. A. Carson notes that 
since the 16th Century the passage has frequently been 
called Jesus’ “High Priestly Prayer.”16 The prayer does 
offer unique intercession (v.9) for Christ’s followers. 
However, as Carson points out, the prayer might be bet-
ter explained in other ways such as consecration. Says 
Carson, “"e most widely adopted [view] is as follows: 
Jesus prays for Himself (vv. 1-5), for his disciples (vv. 
6-19), and for the church (vv. 20-26).”17 The point is 
not to belabor classi$cation of the prayer, but, rather, to 
say that this prayer at the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry 
was itself quite consistent with the prayer he taught his 

followers from the beginning. Indeed, Jesus confessed 
that he has “hallowed” the Father’s name by accom-
plishing all of the work which the Father gave him  
(v. 4). And, again consistent with the Lord’s Prayer, 
Jesus prayed throughout John 17 (at the end of his life) 
nothing other than “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be 
done.” "ose exact words are not always used, but the 
ideas contained in those words are abundantly clear. 
Everything about John 17 is for the Father to glorify the 
Son because the Son has glori$ed the Father. And the  
glorification largely consisted of the work the Son 
accomplished by setting apart a people who would 
receive the revelation of the Father. In other words, 
the work of the Son was to accomplish the will of the 
Father. "e will of the Father was to reveal Himself to 
a group of people who would come to know him via 
the redemption accomplished by the Son. Glori$cation 
would ensue in the unity and harmony of worshiping 
wills as the children are drawn forever to the Father’s 
eternal home.

Therefore—and this is extremely important in 
understanding the fatherhood of God—Jesus prayed 
uniquely for the very people to whom he revealed  
the Father. “I do not ask on behalf of the world, but 
of those whom you have given me; for they are yours” 
( John 17:9). Clearly, fatherhood is about unique revela-
tion in relationship. In heaven, just as we $nd on earth, 
the term father makes reference to familial authority 
over particular children. Most of the people who were 
alive when Jesus walked visibly on the earth never came 
to know the Father. "ey were also excluded from this 
prayer ( John 17:9, 14). Jesus prayed for his disciples 
and revealed to them particularly God the Father. Cer-
tainly, Christ did what he did publicly so that all men 
are without excuse for not following him. But the mis-
sion of Christ was a redemption mission to secure God’s 
people for his glory. "e will of God is not open-ended. 
It is purposeful and directed, just as the determination 
we see when earthly fathers work to provide for their 
children. In Christ, it is accomplished. "e children of 
God have an inheritance in the Father’s house forever on 
account of the Son. 



Looking to Jesus for our knowledge of the Father 
(and hence our most basic understanding of father-
hood), we $nd three unmistakable essentials of father-
hood. First, we understand that fatherhood is the source 
of identity. Second, fatherhood expects unity. Finally, 
fatherhood begets harmony. So, identity, unity, and har-
mony are primary elements on display in the father-son 
relationship of God. "ese three elements are displayed 
in the prayer of John 17, as Jesus acknowledges that 
his position as son has been given to him by his father 
(vv. 1-2). The unity between the Father and the Son 
is found in Jesus’ statement that he accomplished the 
work which the Father gave him to do (v. 4). And so, 
Jesus could then pray for the full harmonious e!ects of 
his sonship to be displayed as the Father glori$es him-
self and his Son (v. 5). "roughout the prayer, identity, 
unity, and harmony are on display. "ese three elements, 
then, might serve as our own fundamental framework 
for defining fatherhood. Perhaps more light on these 
three features of fatherhood will serve to help us apply 
this doctrine in our own families.

First, the Son’s identity is derived from the identity 
of the Father. In one sense, the concept of identity is the 
most obvious of all. Even in earthly terms, the father 
gives his name to his son, and the son continues to bear 
that name and even multiply that name through his 
own sons. Likewise, Jesus is given the name that is above 
every name (Phil 2:9). He is the only begotten of the 
Father. Jesus bears the name faithfully. It is the Father’s 
name which is hallowed, according to the Son. The 
Father is set apart in holiness. "e Son makes plain that 
his task is to obey and faithfully represent his Father. 
"is is, in fact, Jesus’ identity as much as it is his task. 
This reality of his identity led Christ to a confronta-
tion with religious leaders in John 8. "e Jewish leaders 
$rst asserted that Abraham was their father (8:39). Jesus 
doubted that possibility on the basis that they were not 
obeying Abraham, and they desired to kill Jesus. The 
Jewish leaders then sought the higher ground by claim-
ing that their father was actually God himself. Again, 

Jesus displayed the dubious nature of their claim on the 
basis that they were rejecting the Father’s Son (8:42). 
Jesus made explicit in this verse what was sometimes 
less clear in the parables, namely, that “If God were your 
father, you would love me, for I proceeded forth and 
have come from God, for I have not even come on my 
own initiative, but he sent me.” Jesus con$rmed that he 
honored his Father and that the Jews were dishonoring 
the Father because they were dishonoring the Father’s 
only begotten Son ( Jn 8:49). These Jewish leaders 
retorted that they were serving their father, Abraham. 
Jesus, again, corrected them, explaining to them that 
they did not bear the image of God the Father: “You are 
of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires 
of your father” ( John 8:44). 

Identity, it seems, requires that the offspring bear 
the name and imprint of the father. Bearing the name 
obviously involves more than just writing “Smith” on 
application blanks which ask for a name. Identity, in 
the sense in which we are speaking about fatherhood, 
requires an intentional name bearing which requires the 
o!spring to display the character of the father. "us, the 
o!spring can be identi$ed by his or her actions. When 
a group of leaders exhibit a willingness to lie and to kill, 
Jesus is able to point out to them that their father is the 
devil, a liar and murderer from the beginning. "e pres-
ence of an apple on the ground is a good indication that 
an apple tree is near. Likewise, the presence of deceit 
and murder re#ects the presence of the devil, not God. 
"us, reality demands that the son (or child) identify 
the father by his actions and desires. Jesus, of course, did 
this perfectly. We, of course, do not (so, James 3:8-12). 
Yet, we are not by our imperfections excused from the 
burden of reality. "e Father expects the Son to identify 
him through his actions and desires on the earth. "e 
perfect Son complies.

Our own identities as fathers must be exhibitions 
of the will and desires of the heavenly Father himself. 
Nothing is more important for an earthly father than 
that he be transformed by the renewing of his mind into 
the image of Christ, who himself is the image of God. 
"e reason this transformation is so crucial is two-fold. 
First, this is our identity as Christians. We have received 
Christ and, therefore, have become children of God our-



selves. If we hope to be good fathers, we must first be 
faithful children. Second, this is the only honest way to 
live before our children. If we are children of God, then 
acting in any manner short of exhibiting our Father’s will 
and desires is hypocrisy. "e only way to be a Christian 
father is to display a great devotion to the will of our 
heavenly father. If we are not devoted to the Father, we 
will be hypocrites before our own children. As fathers, 
we must $rst realize we are children of God. "at is our 
identity. Fathers must delight themselves in the Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ.

From a very early age, we begin to ask our little ones, 
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” How 
many times has a child answered, “I want to be an obedi-
ent child who accomplishes my father’s will”? Probably 
never. "e question is innocent enough as a re#ection 
of our desires to consider the future well-being of the 
child. "e question is good in that it forces the child to 
consider his or her own future. Undoubtedly, the ques-
tion is rea'rmed daily by schools and counselors and 
relatives who assure our little ones that they can become 
anything they want to be—especially in America. "e 
question may actually be evidence of our own imbibing 
the existential air of our surroundings, believing that 
the existing soul itself has the power to become its own 
preferred destiny. "e question may a'rm a course of 
self-exaltation which does not end with, “Not my will, 
but "y will be done.” "e question may re#ect a hid-
den, un-Christian expectation that our children should 
leave our homes with the heart set on “My will be done.” 
We must instead teach our children $rst and foremost to 
unite their wills to the will of their fathers. How might 
this be done?

I know a wise young father who is seeking to train 
his three year-old to obey his will. I think he is modeling 
a biblical approach when he says to his son, “Isaiah, you 
may not play with that toy right now. Now is the time 
for you to eat your dinner.” When the three year-old 
protests, demanding to know why he cannot have his 
own way in this matter (and this three year-old is par-
ticularly adept at raising objections), his father replies, 
“Because I have authority in my house and over you, my 

son.” I think this is the correct response. It is more than a 
simple, “because I said so,” although even that might be 
the right response at times. Anyone who has heard the 
incessant, whining drones of a misbehaving three year-
old will agree there are times when explanations should 
cease so that order might prevail. But in the instance of 
Isaiah and his dad, we $nd a model which we can follow. 
Isaiah’s dad has taught him three very important realities 
which will serve him well for the rest of his life. 

First, Isaiah (even at the age of three) understands 
that all authority belongs to God. His dad has made him 
memorize Matthew 28:18, “All authority has been given 
to me in heaven and on earth.” So, when little Isaiah is 
told—on the basis of his father’s derived authority—
that he can or cannot do something, he is also taught 
that his little will must yield to that of his father. His 
father is teaching Isaiah to unite his will to that of the 
father who is above him. Second, Isaiah knows that his 
own father has a will that must be respected and that 
his earthly father is following the order prescribed by 
the heavenly Father. "e heavenly Father has given all 
authority into the hands of Jesus. Jesus has all authority 
on the earth, and he affirms fatherly authority in the 
home; he expects fathers to do the will of the heavenly 
Father (Luke 11:28; John 15:7-11; Eph 6:4). Isaiah’s dad 
has taught him this from Matthew 28, and he has taught 
Isaiah that there is a higher authority than the author-
ity of an earthly father. In this way, Isaiah is learning 
both from instruction and from example that our wills 
must be yielded to the divine will of our heavenly Father. 
And, third, Isaiah is already learning that in the Father’s 
will, he has limited authority now, but he is growing 
toward having his own home, his own family, and his 
own authority someday. Isaiah has already said to his 
dad, “When I get big, I will have kids, and God will give 
me authority, too, right Dad?” Absolutely right, Isa-
iah. Isaiah is learning to unite his will to the will of his 
earthly father. His earthly father is both teaching him 
and modeling for him the way a son unites his will to 
the father. Isaiah is growing up with both an identity 
and a unity rooted in biblical fatherhood. As fathers, 
we a'rm the identity of our sons by helping them see 
that they should unite their wills to our wills. Together, 
our wills become one with the will of our Father who is 



in heaven. Together, we honor his name. Together, we 
unite under the banner, “"y will be done in earth as 
it is in heaven.” And so, whatever vocation is chosen by 
our children, it is chosen because we (parents and chil-
dren) have discerned that this vocation is God’s calling. 
Obeying this calling is a form of uniting wills (those of 
the child, the father, and the heavenly Father). Such a 
unity of wills is our identity as children of God.

"is unity of wills works itself out in the harmony 
modeled by Jesus in John 17. "e third fundamental fea-
ture of fatherhood is harmony. At the conclusion of his 
prayerful intercourse with the Father, Jesus prays that 
all believers will be united in the harmony of the heav-
enly unity found in the Trinity. The end result of this 
harmony is e!ective witness: “I in them and You in Me, 
that they may be perfected in unity, so that the world 
may know that You sent me, and loved them, even as you 
have loved me” ( John 17:23). In other words, father-
hood’s fruit is revelatory harmony. Our homes ought to 
re#ect the harmony of the Trinity. Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit are one in will and purpose. Our homes ought to 
re#ect that unity. It is the father’s responsibility to ensure 
that his home reveals the harmony of God himself. "e 
father does this, as we have seen, by staying true to his 
identity as a child of God and by promoting through his 
teaching and his behavior the unity that exists within 
the Godhead. To put it a di!erent way, the unity of the 
Godhead should be upheld in the harmony of the home. 
"e father is responsible for making that happen. And 
how does the father make sure this harmony de$nes his 
home? He does this in two ways. First, he must live faith-
fully to his own identity as a child of God, uniting his 
will to that of the Father through Jesus Christ. Second, 
he must actively demand—even enact—a unity of wills 
in the home so harmony will result. 

"is demand for a unity of the wills is a clarion call 
for fathers to take seriously the task of discipline. Disci-
pline, as the three year-old Isaiah has taught us, extends 
from the heavenly Father to earthly fathers and from 
earthly fathers to their sons and daughters. "e father 
of the home must insist that all persons in the home fol-
low his will for the family. He demands such unity not 
because he has a hidden hint of Mussolini tucked away 
in his psyche; rather, he demands this unity because 

he loves his family, and he knows the greatest good for 
himself and for each person in his family is to obey the 
will of God. He understands the harmony (and conse-
quent witness) which comes from wills united to the 
will of God. In short, he himself understands the love 
of discipline.

Hebrews 12 o!ers the child of God a promise that 
is, to use Bilquis Sheikh’s terms, both startling and com-
forting. Granted, one does not typically read this prom-
ise in any popular Bible promise books. But the promise 
is clear: “Those whom the Lord loves he disciplines” 
(Heb 12:5). Discipline is an expression of focused and 
particular divine love; it is reserved exclusively for the 
children of God: “He scourges every son whom he 
receives” (Heb 12:6). If one is loved by God, he will be 
disciplined by God. "e nexus of discipline and love is 
inexorable in a fallen world. "e reason this connection 
must exist between discipline and love is that the pres-
ent course of this world is darkness and destruction. "e 
rebellion of the natural man is so complete that he can-
not know the way of God (1 Cor 2:14). Consequently, 
a radical reorientation must occur. The child of God 
must be transferred out of his natural domain and into 
the righteousness of the kingdom of God (Col 1:13-14). 
Our place in the kingdom as the children of God is not 
easily known. Like children, we must humble ourselves 
before our heavenly Father and learn from him what it 
means to be his children. He graciously guides us (by 
his discipline) away from the dangers and darkness of 
this present world and into the reality of what it means 
to be a child of the Living God. "is is our identity in 
Christ: Children of God. And what child goes with-
out discipline? Certainly not the children of God. God 
deals with them as sons, and sons are always disciplined 
by their fathers (Heb 12:7-10). Discipline does not have 
a negative connotation from God’s perspective toward 
men. It is positive. 

Discipline is not negative, but it does, apparently, 
hurt. Hence, the child of God must be commanded 
not to faint under the stroke of discipline (Heb 12:5); 
rather, the child must endure the scourging. The lan-
guage here is that of harsh correction such as one would 
$nd in spankings or some form of corporal punishment. 
But the method is not nearly as important as the impact 



of the discipline. Such discipline is reserved to safeguard 
harmony, direct the will to unity, in order to a'rm and 
establish identity. God disciplines his children just as 
fathers discipline their children. When a self-willed 
child goes against the good will of the father, discipline 
must follow. So much needs to be said here, but cannot 
be addressed in this article. Su'ce it to say here that cor-
rective discipline (as opposed to instructive discipline) 
is reserved for use when a child goes against the will of 
the father. Defiant behavior or rebellious actions are 
what we are speaking of here—not accidentally spilling 
milk or breaking a jar. Of course, such de$ance can o%en 
be masked with a smile or even in the cloak of obedi-
ence, as when the son in one of Jesus’ parables assured 
his father that he would do all that the father said and 
then went away without ever li%ing a $nger to do the 
father’s will (Matt 21:30). De$ance takes many forms. 
"e loving father will address all forms of de$ance with 
indignant and un#inching love so the child will know 
his will is not in unity with the will of his father. "e 
issue is not so much about right versus wrong behavior. 
"e issue is that the father is not well-pleased, and the 
son must readjust his will to the will of the father. "ere 
is a breach of relationship, a broken harmony, and the 
break is a direct result of a de$ant will seeking its own 
harmful way against the good will of the father. The 
father must act swi%ly and sharply and lovingly before 
the de$ant will leads the child further down the road 
toward destruction. So, the father disciplines the child 
whom he loves, just as our heavenly Father disciplines us 
whom he loves in Christ Jesus.

So much more could be said concerning discipline 
and a father’s love, but here we conclude by simply 
restating what we have come to see of our heavenly 
Father and his great love. The Father establishes the 
identity of his children. So, we fathers must understand 
that we give our children more than a name. We give 
them an identity. "ey alone of all the children on the 
earth are our children. Hence, we expect them to act and 
think accordingly. "e will of the father, which is a good 
will anchored in the will of our heavenly Father, is para-
mount in the home and should be the will to which the 
child unites. Finally, the uniting of the wills of fathers 
and their children in the home makes for a harmony 

that shines forth in a strong witness to the goodness 
of our heavenly Father whom Christ has made known. 
Christ makes him known to us. We make him known 
to the world through the harmony that #ows from our 
unity of wills as children of God. 

At the end of our child-rearing, if we have done our 
jobs well, we will be intimately closer to our own chil-
dren as a result of the harmony that comes from wills 
united to the Father through Christ, his Son. Such a 
$nish is what we desire. Setting our earthly children on 
the eternal course of the children of God is the high-
est hope of our parenting endeavor, isn’t it? Our wills 
are united to the will of the Father, and that is all we 
want from our children so that we may be able to end 
our time with them on earth anticipating our time with 
them in heaven. Listen to the way Edwards said it in his 
letter to Esther:
“You are like to spend the rest of your life (if you should 

get over this illness) at a great distance from your par-
ents, but care not much for that. If you lived near us, 
yet our breath and yours would soon go forth, and we 
should return to our dust, whither we are all hasten-
ing. ‘Tis of infinitely more importance to have the 
presence of an heavenly Father, and to make progress 
towards an heavenly home. Let us all take care that we 
may meet there at last.”18 
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Beginning in the mid-1960s, practices and perspectives 
on fathering garnered new attention. In practice, it was 
a major development when fathers were invited to be 
active participants in the birth room. Related to per-

spectives, researchers demonstrated 
that children reared in a home with a 
father present faced fewer psychologi-
cal and social challenges compared to 
children who were “fatherless.” Such 
$ndings helped to shape the rationale 
and basis of the modern fatherhood 
movement. Soon health care profes-
sionals, social–scientific researchers, 
and community organizers tuned into 
the need for responsible fathering and 
did so with earnestness.

In the 1940s and 1950s, fathers 
who went to hospitals to share in their 
child’s birth typically ended up smok-
ing cigars in the waiting room and 
then being summoned to the glass-

windowed viewing room to see their o!spring. Lamaze 
childbirth classes helped to change the culture and 
increased father involvement. 1 In addition, leaders in 

the social-scienti$c $eld noted the positive bene$ts that 
would be realized in facilitating father/child attachment 
in the birth process.2 Practitioners described the power 
of the “magical moment” of childbirth, paving the way 
to celebrate fathers as enthusiastic participants in their 
young children’s lives.3 

On the negative side, fatherlessness became a con-
tentious and racially-focused issue. The Moynihan 
report was the $rst to stress that male absence in homes 
within the African-American community would be dev-
astating.4 Today, it’s strikingly clear that fatherlessness 
and its negative outcomes impact all children, irrespec-
tive of ethnicity. "e current and conservative cost of 
fatherlessness is estimated at one hundred billion dol-
lars annually.5 "ough a signi$cant sum, money cannot 
account for the staggering emotional and moral costs, 
as well as “loss of potential,” that plague a child discon-
nected from his or her dad. 

Currently in America, at least twenty-$ve million 
children under the age of 18 don’t live with their natural 
father.6 Add the number of children who live with their 
fathers but who aren’t connected emotionally, psycho-
logically, or spiritually and you have the dramatic major-
ity of all children.7 



Currently, our federal deficit mirrors a “fathering 
de$cit”—or is it vice versa? "ough the United States of 
America is trillions of dollars in debt, how much more 
are we in arrears in a loss of potential good because 
a generation of fathers has failed to invest attention, 
energy, and resources to help their children or their chil-
dren’s children succeed?

"e costs and consequences of fatherlessness have 
been described in great detail in precedent literature; 
the bene$ts and assets of “fatherfullness” have been less 
so. "e absence of a father leaves a child at risk. Yet the 
presence of a dad, particularly one who is responsible 
and humble, can breathe hope and life into a child. 
On this, the research and opinion leaders are uni$ed: 
fathers matter,8 and they play an essential role in healthy 
child development.

Infants who have time alone with their dad show 
richer social and exploratory behavior than do children 
not exposed to such experiences. "ey smile more fre-
quently in general, and they more frequently engage in 
playful behaviors with their dad.9 Children who sense 
closeness to their fathers are twice as likely to enter 
college or find stable employment after high school; 
they are seventy-$ve percent less likely to have a child in 
their teenaged years, eighty percent less likely to spend 
time in jail, and half as likely to experience depression.10 
A four-decade study reports that when dads encourage 
their daughters to excel and achieve and are emotionally 
close to their sons, their daughters are more success-
ful in school and careers, and their sons achieve greater 
economic status.11 In summary it is the best of times 
for fathers and their children if they are involved and 
connected, but it is the worst of times for children who 
lack a dad. It is clear that fatherless children not only 
struggle because of intermittent or no contact with  
their dad, but they also wrestle with emotional and psy-
chological loss.

In 1990, a men’s magazine ran an editorial in which 
Asa Baber expressed his belief that healthy father 
involvement had been ignored and minimized for too 
long. He predicted that judges, legislators and mothers 
would wake up and conclude they had missed much 
by not having dads involved with their children, and 
he predicted this awakening would come to fruition in  

the 1990s.
Personally, I began working in the fatherhood $eld 

in the mid-1980s. It was relatively uncharted territory. 
In the early days, the budding emphasis on fatherhood 
was considered a compatriot to a “men’s movement.” 
"e secular men’s movement encompassed many diverse 
streams. A group of pro-feminist, pro-fatherhood men, 
with Warren Ferrell as their champion, pressed for 
male equality and for reconciliation between the sexes. 
Another stream, headed by Je!ery Leving, was a group 
of “father’s rights” activists who argued in legal contexts 
that a father’s access to his children was unfairly limited 
after divorce. Leving handled a myriad of cases, chal-
lenging the notion that custodial rights should favor 
mothers. Then, there were the “drum-beaters” or the 
mythopoeic prophets represented by Robert Bly and 
Sam Keen. These thoughtful and melancholy writers 
were deeply troubled by how father loss devastated men 
well into their adulthood. "ey argued for change and 
small group remediation to help men become whole. 
Lastly, and perhaps most influential, were organiza-
tions which promoted responsible fatherhood from a 
Christian perspective. These groups and their leaders 
dominated the $eld and continue to do so even today. 
"ey included such groups as Dad the Family Shepherd, 
Focus on the Family, Dads Only, "e National Center 
for Fathering, Great Dads, and Promise Keepers.

Fathering ministry was initiated in a signi$cant way 
by Dave Simons through his “Dad the Family Shepherd 
Conferences.” A former N.F.L. player whose life was 
dramatically changed by his conversion to Christ, Dave 
concentrated his energies on training fathers. Dave 
personally trained 50,000 men in two-day conferences 
before being killed in a car accident at the age of $%y-
one. What Simmons started was soon to be followed by 
a host of other groups such as the National Center for 
Fathering; N.C.F. trained another 50,000 or more men 
in two-day training sessions as well as developing train-
ing sessions for leaders and a plethora of programs for 
inner-city fathers. Other smaller organizations—Great 
Dads, Dads Only, and Better Dads—provided similar 



training and generally worked in parallel and coopera-
tive ways. 

Focus on the Family and Promise Keepers used their 
widespread influence to promote responsible father-
hood, highlighting programs and speakers that helped 
participants to become better fathers. "is segment of 
the market was eager and hungry, evidenced through 
surveys in which men reported “fatherhood” as an area 
of highest importance in their lives.12 

Even with growing numbers there was a general rec-
ognition by leaders that the intersection of fatherhood 
and faith had been largely unexplored. David Blanken-
horn, a sympathetic and thoughtful voice, wrote: 

Several years ago, I wrote a book about father-
lessness….I said almost nothing about the rela-
tionship between human fatherhood and the 
fatherhood of God. I only asked: Do children 
need fathers? But what if the deeper question 
is: Do fathers need God? More precisely, does 
knowledge and love of God help a man to be a 
good father and a good husband? If yes, how? 
"e more I learn about contemporary fatherless-
ness in modern societies, the more I am persuaded 
that these are not only the hardest questions, they 
may also be the most important.13

The Promise Keepers phenomena capitalized on 
men’s growing interest in spiritually-focused fathering. 
Beginning in early 1990s and extending through 2005, 
over 6.5 million men attended Promise Keepers rallies 
in stadiums across the United States. (This does not 
include their 1997 Stand in the Gap event in Washing-
ton, D.C., where more than one million men gathered 
at the Mall.) At each venue, resources were provided  
to encourage and to help fathers prioritize and  optimize 
their relationships with their children. The spiritual 
teaching about fatherhood was emerging and one 
reporter summed it up in the Portland Oregonian like 
this: “A shadow has fallen over the secular man’s move-
ment, and it looks a lot like a cross.” "e article went  
on to detail the dramatic numbers of men impacted 
by the Promise Keepers movement from a spiritual 
 perspective. 

I vividly remember seeing the impact of Promise 
Keepers as I stood in the Washington Mall in October, 
1997, observing hundreds of thousands of men being 
challenged to be responsible fathers and father $gures. 
At one point, a speaker said, “Get out your wallet, and 
if you have a picture of your family take it out and look 
at it.” I observed one man, who looked to be in his mid-
thirties, take out a picture. When the speaker challenged 
him to pray for the welfare of his wife and children, he 
squeezed his eyes tightly, praying with all his heart, and 
then burst into tears. It was a dramatic moment that 
reinforced the spiritual dimension of his fathering. 

Promise Keepers proved to be more representative 
of American men than one may think. The men who 
thronged to these events were not just the righteous but 
the broken. In many cases, these men were seeking heal-
ing from father loss—$rst for themselves in relation to 
their own fathers, and then in the form of direction in 
their current fathering. Surveys of Promise-Keeper par-
ticipants (n=4452), collected from 1995 through 2004 
revealed that about half of Promise Keepers had col-
lege degrees.14 "e median age was thirty-seven. "ree-
fourths of attendees were currently married, although 
about a quarter had been divorced. "e median length 
of current marriage was eleven years. Sixty percent of 
Promise Keepers had wives with vocations outside the 
home, of which forty-three percent worked part-time. 
Almost thirty percent of those attending reported they 
were converted to Christ a%er age twenty-$ve. Another 
twenty-seven percent of the men considered themselves 
workaholics. A majority responded to the statement, 
“I feel like my job consumes me” with “mostly true” or 
“somewhat true.”

A majority of Promise Keepers said they had good 
relationships with their own fathers; $%y-eight percent 
agreed with the statement, “I want to be like my own 
dad.” Still, even those men showed considerable ambiv-
alence as well as a longing for a warm, emotionally-
engaged model of fathering. Fewer than one-third, for 
example, agreed that the following statement was mostly 
or somewhat true: “It was easy to get close to my father.” 
Faced with the statement, “My father regularly shared 
his affection with me,” fifty-seven percent disagreed. 
When asked, “Did you feel that your father was largely 



absent when you were growing up?” $%y-three percent 
of men agreed. Twenty-eight percent of Promise Keep-
ers were products of broken homes, experiencing paren-
tal divorce at about eleven years of age. About a third 
of all Promise Keepers reported drug or alcohol abuse 
in their family of origin and about the same percentage 
said they experienced emotional abuse. Eleven percent 
reported being physically abused, and six percent said 
they were sexually molested. Although Promise Keepers 
attendees were disproportionately white in comparison 
with the general population, nearly all these findings 
were consistent with mainstream culture. 

"e Promise Keepers movement may have #ourished 
not so much because they were a movement of the righ-
teous seeking perfection, but because they were largely 
broken men looking for healing for themselves and for 
their practices of fathering. And they sought it through 
a relationship with another Father, a heavenly one. 

Like most American cultural movements, the spiri-
tual awakening of fathers needed a rallying cry. One text 
for that cry was found in Old Testament prophetic litera-
ture: “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the 
great and dreadful day the Lord comes. He will turn the 
hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the 
children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the 
land with a curse” (Malachi 4:5-6, NIV, emphasis added).

Long before the modern fatherhood movement, 
the church had a long and storied history with respect 
to the role of fathers. Fatherhood—both spiritual and 
natural—was viewed as an essential building block for 
churches and households. 

"e passage in Malachi 4:5-6 may have provided a 
clarion call for the faithful fathers throughout church 
history, yet it was rarely explained when invoked. Set 
in an almost apocalyptic context, the passage highlights 
three signi$cant words (heart, father, and son). Interest-
ingly, this is the only passage in the Hebrew Scriptures 
where these three words appear together. Elijah is then 
introduced as the one who will come again and turn 
the hearts of one generation to the next. If this does not 

occur, the land will be cursed. Elijah would be depicted 
later as one who would restore the generations through 
repentance and reconciliation, and ultimately as the 
restorer of “all things” (Matt 17:11). “"e meaning of 
this is not that [Elijah] will settle disputes in families, 
or restore peace between parents and children; for the 
leading sin of the nation at that time was not family 
quarrels, but estrangement from God.”15

"is prophetic call to fatherhood was and continues 
to be used extensively in the fatherhood movement. Yet 
there is much more in the biblical source code to pro-
vide a framework for the church’s ministry with fathers. 
In the Scriptures, the words “father,” “fathered,” “father-
less” and their derivatives appear more than 1,190 times. 
"e majority of these references are used to trace lin-
eage—“Perez the father of Hezron,” and so on—but a 
signi$cant number #esh out the roles, responsibilities 
and functions of a father.

The metaphor God as Father—first of his people 
Israel and ultimately of the Son Jesus—sets the stage. 
"e notion of God’s fatherhood $rst appears in Deu-
teronomy 32:6, 18, 19-20; these texts describe God’s 
relationship with Israel. God claims Israel as his son and 
thereby gives favored status. When this son abandons 
or fails to follow the precepts of the Father, discipline 
follows. 

In three particular Old Testament passages, God’s 
fathering and human fathering are placed parallel to 
each other. "e $rst instance is Deuteronomy 1:31. God 
describes how a son is carried by his father as similar to 
the way God carried Israel through the desert. He also 
carried them out of Egypt on eagles’ wings (Ex 19:4). He 
carries them like a shepherd carries his sheep to higher 
ground (Ps 28:9). He li%ed them and carried them in 
times where they were distressed (Isa 63:9). "ese vivid 
images o!er a clear picture of what God as a father does, 
and what fathers who follow him will do.

A second passage that highlights parallel imagery 
is found in Psalm 103, a hymn of compassionate love. 
In this setting the father’s example is foundational for 
understanding the Lord’s actions. “As a father has com-
passion on his children, so the Lord has compassion 
on those who fear him.” "e essence of compassion is 
described in Malachi 3:17: “I will spare them, just as 



in compassion a man spares his son who serves him.” 
"is pattern of sparing and compassion conveys a sense 
of godly pity. In Joel 2:18, a%er the Lord severely dis-
ciplined Israel by sending an army of locusts, he pities 
them by sending food and supplies. Such tender mercy 
is also mirrored in the laments of Jeremiah (Lam 3:32) 
and resurfaces as Israel is called to become humble, ask-
ing God to act anew on his father-like compassion for 
them (Zech 1:12). "e restoration of father-like care is 
also seen in the return from exile as Hosea gives witness 
to this compassion (Hos 2:23). Again, if God as Father 
is full of compassion, his earthly counterparts should 
be as well. 

One last text in which divine fatherhood and human 
fatherhood are parallel comes in Proverbs 3:12. In this 
setting it begins with “the Lord disciplines those he 
loves, as a father the son he delights in.” "ere are two 
facets in this simile: discipline and delight. Discipline is 
reproof or correction (see Job 5:17). "e sense of rebuke 
and correction implies exposure to one’s sin with a call 
to repentance. The concept of discipline carries over 
into the New Testament where fathers are reminded 
that discipline is an essential tool in fathering (Heb 12: 
5-6). Delight is used of human beings in Malachi 1:8. 
"e root frequently describes God’s pleasure with his 
servants, particular in reference with the Messiah (Isa 
42:1). "us God disciplines and delights in his Son, in 
the same manner a natural father would discipline and 
delight in his child.

In the domestic code passages in the New Testament 
(Eph 6:1-4; Col 3:18-21), a total of sixteen words and 
ten words, respectively, are addressed to fathers. In both 
cases, fathers are implored not to irritate, exasperate, 
embitter or provoke their children. Even though di!er-
ent words are used, their meanings are fundamentally 
similar. "e likely response to a provoking or exasperat-
ing father is clear: children give up. "ey become dis-
couraged and harbor anger. When there is a sense that 
their father is impossible to please, hope dissipates. 

"is New Testament teaching is in clear contrast to 
Roman instruction—via such authors as Xenophon, 
Seneca and Plutarch—who recommended that children 
should be led into honorable practices by encourage-
ment and reason. While encouragement and reason are 

important, they are insu'cient because a child’s will and 
ability to reason are not adequately developed; thus, dis-
cipline, correction, and admonition become necessary.16 
"at’s why Paul exhorted believing fathers to train and 
admonish their children in ways prescribed by the Lord 
in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Another foundational New Testament passage that 
uses parallelism with a new twist is found in passages 
such as 1 "essalonians 2:11-12. "ough Paul appar-
ently did not raise natural children, he raised what we 
might call spiritual children. Paul uses the term father 
to describe his relationship to Timothy, Titus, Silas, and 
many others. He recognizes this authority as coming 
from God and thus regularly employs phrases such as 
“like a father.” 

Even though Paul served as a spiritual father, his 
desire was not that his “children” would re#ect his char-
acter. It was that his children would love in such a way 
that they would re#ect God’s character, responding to 
the love of their heavenly Father. This spiritualizing 
of fatherhood is essential in New Testament theology, 
as it echoes the Old Testament proclamation, “I will 
be a Father to the fatherless” (Ps 68:5). How will God 
accomplish this, except through the example of earthly 
fathers who will defend the orphan and the widow?

Although being spiritually fathered can minimize 
and displace the negative e!ects of natural fathering, it 
is necessary for the church to wrestle with the impact 
of closeness to a natural father. If men have a healthy 
sense of father closeness while growing up, it gives them 
a decisive advantage in regulating non-marital sexual 
behaviors and in being more satisfied in their family 
relationships. In a data set from the Promise Keepers 
movement (n=993), men who described a close rela-
tionship with their natural father reported signi$cantly 
lower usage of pornography, fewer struggles with mas-
turbation, and less fantasizing about non-marital sexual 
relationships. In addition, men who experienced deeper 
father closeness with their father growing up were more 
satis$ed in their current fathering role and marriage. 

"ese conclusions reveal that the early experiences 



in natural father closeness have a profound effect on 
adult behaviors and satisfactions. "is $nding calls for 
follow-up study to determine, for the men who had 
poor or non-existent relationships with their fathers, 
what intervening variables helped them in their journey 
to overcome the loss and e!ects of this fatherlessness. 

So how can churches help fathers to become liv-
ing re#ections of the fatherhood of God? First, there 
is a need for modeling, where men see examples of 
father closeness. Spiritual leaders in the faith com-
munity (pastors, elders, deacons and teachers) can be 
front-line examples and models to men who have been 
abandoned by their natural fathers. When a group of 
Christian men were asked, “Who has most in#uenced 
your development as a man and impacted you the 
most between ages 21 and 40 years?” the most com-
mon responses fell under the category of leaders in their 
church. "is puts a tremendous responsibility on lead-
ers, but it is one that God can enable them to perform. 
If they $nd themselves wanting and overwhelmed with 
responsibilities, or even battle-weary, they have a Father 
who will hold them up. 

In addition, having a small group to disclose per-
sonal challenges and to support men in di'cult transi-
tions is another powerful asset. Fathers who participate 
in a small group have significantly higher fathering, 
family life, and marital satisfaction scores compared to 
fathers who do not participate in a small group. This 
$nding supports other research that demonstrates the 
value of small groups outside the church, especially for 
the development of fathers.17 

Although there are many ways to engage fathers—to 
help them to process the e!ects of fatherlessness, or to 
develop as fathers—facilitating a small group appears to 
be one of the most e!ective. Why? As noted by other 
researchers, most social behavior occurs in groups. 
When fathers get together to compare and to discuss 
issues that arise related to their fathering, learning is 
enhanced. 

Small groups can have a powerful impact on how 
individuals learn. "e notion of “cooperative learning” is 

richly demonstrated in fatherhood groups. When asked 
a%er a group meeting, “What was most helpful insight a 
father gained?” fathers reported that the shared experi-
ence in listening to other men was most helpful, par-
ticularly when a failure or shortcoming was revealed.18 
"is listening also prepared and helped fathers to form 
new ways of thinking and to develop new habits related 
to their fathering. 

In addition, small groups help the men signi$cantly 
areas such as the following: 

• a willingness to take on di'cult tasks and to per-
sist in working toward accomplishing goals, even 
in challenging situations such as fathering a teen 
or a step-child;

• long-term retention of what is learned in group 
meetings;

• higher-level reasoning and critical thinking, with 
gains in the capacity to transfer learning from one 
situation to another (from the group, to the indi-
vidual, to the home, and vice-versa);

• empathy and support, particularly for fathers 
facing challenging issues such as unemployment, 
court-supervised visitation, and complex father-
ing situations.

"e small groups fostered “promotive interaction” 
as dads encouraged and facilitated one another’s e!orts 
to reach their goals. This included giving and receiv-
ing possible $nancial help and assistance, exchanging 
resources and information, giving and receiving feed-
back, challenging one another’s reasoning, advocating 
increased e!orts to achieve, mutually in#uencing one 
another’s reasoning and behavior, and engaging in the 
interpersonal and small-group skills needed for e!ective 
teamwork. In essence, the small-group dynamic can mir-
ror the work within the Body of Christ as a whole when 
it is fully functioning and engaged in equipping fathers. 

In recent years, I have come to believe that one of 
the best small-group experiences that I can facilitate 
involves a father and his child. "e development of the 
Father-Daughter Summit, where fathers dedicate a day 
to interact with their daughters and to prepare them for 
a “rite of passage,” has been one of the most gratifying 
accomplishments of my career. During this event, two 
generations meet to discuss how they are interfacing 



and how they can better support, listen, challenge, and 
love one another. "en, they verbalize what their shared 
relationship means to each of them. Fathers and daugh-
ters consistently rate this experience as one the most 
valuable days they have ever spent together. 

Participation in worship is another signi$cant con-
tributor for men who are seeking to overcome their lack 
of father closeness or abandonment in childhood. "e 
hearing of the gospel and the presence of the Holy Spirit 
in worship has both a healing and solidifying impact on 
male behavior.

"e depth of father abandonment and pain that can 
be associated with father loss has a signi$cant impact 
on the mental and emotional well-being of adult men 
throughout adulthood. In another study, when asked 
about their fathers, roughly 45% of men reported either 
mixed or dissatis$ed feelings about that relationship.  
What is strikingly important is that even though the 
childhood satisfaction of these individuals was low, this 
low childhood satisfaction did not strongly relate to 
their current fathering, marital, and family life satis-
faction—unless their abandonment and father absence 
had been coupled with other negative behaviors such 
as abuse and parental divorce. In those circumstances, 
fathering, marital satisfaction, and family life satisfac-
tion are significantly affected in negative ways by the 
cascade of issues.  

Also, adult males who experienced the effects of 
father loss report higher levels of stress, view and pur-
chase pornography more frequently, have deeper resent-
ments when wronged, and struggle more deeply to forgive 
others.  Adult women who rate their relationship with 
their father growing up as poor also rate their current 
emotional, mental and physical health signi$cantly lower 
when compared to women who reported their relation-
ship with their father as good or excellent. "ese women 
have greater difficulty honoring their spouse; they also 
experience higher measures of shame and feelings of rejec-
tion coupled with lower mothering satisfaction.  

"ese sobering data make the case that an infusion 
of healthy spiritual fathering—via a relationship to a 
heavenly Father and through the transforming of one’s 
mind to learn the heart of the heavenly Father, coupled 
with worship, small-group participation, and prayer--is 
needed in the lives of a signi$cant number of adults in 
our churches.

Jesus opened up fatherhood in a profound and pow-
erful way. Mark records his cry in the Garden of Geth-
semane: “Abba, Father, all things are possible for you” 
(Mark 14:36). Jesus “spoke to God like a child to its father, 
simply, inwardly, and con$dently; Jesus’ use of Abba in 
addressing God reveals the heart of his relationship with 
God.” 19 A%er his resurrection, Jesus said to Mary, “Go to 
my brothers and tell them, ‘I am returning to my Father 
and your Father, to my God and your God’” ( John 20:17, 
emphasis added). "is gives hope to every soul such that, 
even if one’s natural father connection is weak, there is 
another Father who invites him to come home.

When this paradigm is in place, our approach to 
fathering and to ministry to fathers in our churches will 
be dramatically di!erent. It must invoke the power of 
the Spirit and the grace of the gospel. If we apply this 
Father-fueled relationship in caring for our children, 
fathering our children as the Father fathers us, genera-
tions will be drawn together. 

Those who have this connection to the Father 
through the Son have the capacity to set a new course 
for their lives and to o!er hope to others, particularly 
to the fatherless. Collectively, the church is designed to 
become a movement of healed healers in which one of 
the most spiritual forms of service could be simply being 
a dad. When such fathers have their passions ignited by 
the image and power of Elijah, hearts are transformed. 
When younger generations see the hearts of their fathers 
turned toward the Father, they too will be moved to 
turn their hearts upward. 

When the spirit of Elijah works in a father’s heart 
(Mal 4:6), he will be prompted to restore relationships 
and convey blessings to his children. And as a son or 
daughter of the heavenly Father, restoration and renewal 
become both a present and future reality. Resentment, 



bitterness, disgrace, and rejection can be cast into the 
sea. "at’s the destiny of individuals, small groups and 
churches that boldly walk in faith, celebrating their 
heavenly Father. 
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"e statistics are staggering. Anywhere from one-fourth 
to one-third of women in the United States of America 
will be physically attacked by a man with whom they have 
a close relationship.1 As shocking as this is, however, those 

numbers are nearly worthless because 
many women will never report the 
abuse that they su!er. "is means the 
scandal of abuse is much worse than 
these percentages. Furthermore, the 
real impact of physical abuse is seen 
in the stories of pain and brokenness 
from the people who experience it: Sue 
has been married for ten years and last 
night—for the very $rst time—her hus-
band shoved her into the wall; Bridget 
lives in fear of her husband’s periodic 
explosions which have on occasion 
resulted in him slapping her repeatedly; 
Linda has quietly endured violent beat-
ings from her husband every week for 
$ve years.2 

"ese stories could be multiplied 
to include hundreds, thousands, millions of women 
who are experiencing the physical and spiritual pain of 

abuse from men who are called by God to protect them. 
"ese are situations that pastors, biblical counselors, and 
other Christian ministers will confront. "e only ques-
tion is whether there will be wisdom to engage both the 
abused and the abusers in ways that o!er help and hope 
centered in Christ and based on his Word. "e purpose 
of this article is to attempt to add to the wisdom of the 
church by answering three important questions about 
the nature of physical abuse in the home. First, what is 
abuse? Second, can abusers change? "ird, how should 
ministers respond to issues of physical violence?

It may be helpful to observe at the beginning that I 
have experienced childhood physical abuse at the hands 
of my mother; she was addicted to alcohol until I was 
a teenager. I have also counseled many people in the 
aftermath of physical abuse at the hands of those to 
whom they are closest. "ough my experience as both 
an abused person and a minister helping the abused has 
shaped my thinking, this article is not anchored in my 
experience. Instead, it is anchored in the pages of God’s 
Word which wisely, su'ciently, and relevantly addresses 
the theme of abuse and o!ers counsel both to attackers 
and to the attacked.



Physical abuse of a wife is clearly wrong, but why? 
Does this sound like a question that’s too basic? It 
shouldn’t. "e answer to this question is important for 
two reasons. First, we want to establish every matter not 
upon our own thoughts and opinions but according  
to the standards of God’s Word. Second, as a comple-
mentarian, I am concerned about the connection that 
many make between the authority of a husband in the 
context of the home and physical abuse.3 "e argument 
is made from time to time that the authority structure 
in complementarian homes can lead husbands to abuse 
their wives and children. It is important to demonstrate 
that there is no such necessary link. To the contrary,  
a full embrace of biblical complementarianism should 
result in husbands who would die to protect their  
families.

In the simplest terms, abuse is the wrong use (“ab” + 
“use”) of power by force, sex, or manipulation to coerce 
persons under authority to do what those in authority 
desire them to do. With regard to authority, the Bible is 
clear that a husband does possess authority over his wife 
(Eph 5:22-33, Col 3:18-19). "is authority, however, is 
quali$ed by the authority of Christ and thus has limits. 
It is crucial to a'rm that whenever a husband uses any 
form of physical force against his wife, it is a wrong use 
of his authority. It is never, under any circumstances, 
appropriate for a husband to use physical force against 
his wife for the purpose of compelling her submission 
to his authority. A husband abuses his wife whenever he 
uses physical force against her. To understand why this is 
the case, it is necessary to understand several important 
principles of authority in Scripture.

"e Bible teaches triadic authority. "is principle 
teaches that God mediates his sovereign authority over 
human beings through three institutions—the family, 
the church, and the state. God imposes a structure of 
authority in each of these institutions for the purpose of 
ordering society, restraining sin, and advancing the cause 
of the gospel in the world. A person operating in any of 
these spheres tangibly submits to the authority of God 
by submitting to the authority in each of these areas. 
Furthermore, God implements his authority in each 

institution by authorizing the use of some kind of force 
against those who violate the structure of authority in 
that particular institution. For example, in Romans 
13:1-4 the apostle Paul says,

Let every person be subject to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority except from 
God, and those that exist have been instituted 
by God. Therefore whoever resists the authori-
ties resists what God has appointed, and those 
who resist will incur judgment. For rulers are 
not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would 
you have no fear of the one who is in authority? 
Then do what is good, and you will receive his 
approval, for he is God’s servant for your good. 
But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not 
bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of 
God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on 
the wrongdoer (NASB).

In this passage, Paul says that God has placed the state 
in a position of authority and that whoever resists that 
authority resists God and will rightfully receive the pen-
alty of the sword. "e sword here is an expression used 
to indicate that the government has divine sanction to 
use force against citizens who violate God’s sovereignty 
as mediated through the state. "e state can engage in a 
wrongful use of this authority, but that is not the point 
here. For now, it is enough to see that the state does have 
divine sanction to use force to impose its will.

"e church also has power to enforce its authority, 
though this looks a bit di!erent. In Matthew 18:15-18, 
Jesus says,

If your brother sins against you, go and tell him 
his fault, between you and him alone. If he lis-
tens to you, you have gained your brother. But if 
he does not listen, take one or two others along 
with you, that every charge may be established by 
the evidence of two or three witness. If he refuses 
to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he 
refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to 
you as a Gentile and a tax collector. Truly, I say to 
you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound 



in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall 
be loosed in heaven.

In Matthew, Jesus teaches that the church has the power 
of the keys of the kingdom (Matt 16:19) with the 
authority to bind unrepentant members for the pur-
pose of discipline. Jesus gives the church his authority 
to enforce indictments against the sin of its members 
by removing them from the fellowship of the church. It 
is possible for the church to engage in a wrongful use of 
this authority, but the point here is that it does possess 
the power to enforce its will against its members.

Finally, the Bible teaches that there is inherent and 
enforceable authority in the context of the home.

Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you 
strike him with the rod, he will not die. If you 
strike him with the rod, you will save his soul 
from Sheol (Prov 23:13-14).

"ese and other passages provide biblical sanction for 
parents to enforce their authority with the use of corpo-
ral discipline. "ere are many tragic cases of parents who 
abuse this authority and abuse their children, but the 
Bible is clear that parents do have enforceable authority.

God has granted authority, and corollary enforce-
ments of his authority are warranted in all three institu-
tions ordained by him. Authority inherent in the state 
is enforceable by the sword. Authority in the church is 
enforceable by removal from the church. Authority in 
the home is enforceable by the use of the rod. Read-
ing these examples, there is a notable absence. God has 
granted men authority to lovingly lead their wives and 
children. However, God allows men to enforce their 
authority with their children alone. "at is to say that, 
though husbands possess authority over their wives, 
God never grants them the prerogative to enforce that 
authority.

"is teaching is seen every time the Bible discusses 
the complementary roles of husbands and wives. When 
the Bible discusses the responsibilities of a wife to sub-
mit, it always places the responsibility for submission on 
the wife, never on the husband. Whether a wife submits 
or not is her responsibility. It is never the responsibility 

of a husband to bring his wife into submission through 
force. Instead, men are called to lead their wives in a 
loving way. This will often mean (among many other 
things) challenging, exhorting, and encouraging wives 
to be submissive to their authority. It will never mean 
enforcing that authority. In marriage, the only “coer-
cion” a husband may use to motivate his wife to submit 
is his kind, humble, and sacri$cial treatment of his wife.

"is means that the relationship between a husband 
and a wife is unique among all other relationships of 
authority in God’s world. "ough the husband exists in 
a state of authority, the husband does not have biblical 
sanction to enforce this authority. For the purposes this 
article, it is enough to observe that this truth will rule 
out—on biblical and theological grounds—any forceful 
acts by a man against his wife. Whenever a man engages 
in any such behavior, it is a wrongful use of power and, 
therefore, abuse in any and every case.

"ough this article principally is about a husband’s 
abuse of a wife, a brief excursus into fatherly physical 
abuse is essential because of the close proximity of the 
issues in the home, and because force against children 
must be regulated. As was demonstrated above, parents 
may use force against their children to correct disobedi-
ence. The use of such force is sometimes summarized 
in Scripture as “the rod.” Instruction about the rod in 
Scripture is not, however, a blank check for fathers 
or mothers to use any forceful means to impose their 
authority. Though parents may use some measure of 
force against their children, it is still possible to abuse 
them. Because that is true, it is important to examine 
some biblical themes that regulate and control parental 
use of force against their children. "ere are at least $ve 
principles to consider brie#y.

First, the biblical encouragement for the use of the 
rod is balanced by the biblical teaching that the rod 
should be used in a controlled way. In the passage from 
Proverbs quoted above, the text says, “If you strike him 
with the rod, he will not die.” "ere is a clear and unmis-
takable implication in this passage that the parent using 
the rod against his child is not doing so with danger-
ous or murderous force. "e inspired author is not con-



cerned that the use of the rod will kill the child, because 
his assumption is that the parent is spanking his child in 
a controlled way.

Second, the biblical encouragement for the use of 
the rod is balanced by the biblical teaching that par-
ents (especially fathers) must not provoke their children 
to wrath. Ephesians 6:4 commands, “Fathers, do not 
provoke your children to wrath.” In context, the clear-
est way to avoid provoking one’s children to wrath is to 
bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the 
Lord. "is principle does not exclude, however, avoid-
ing other acts that exasperate children such as cruel, vio-
lent, and harsh treatment.

"ird, the biblical encouragement for the use of the 
rod is balanced by the biblical call to love. Jesus says 
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (Matt 22:39). 
Jesus Christ summarizes the entire law into a command 
to love both God and neighbor. For fathers, some of 
their closest neighbors are their children. An unloving 
father who does not know how to nurture and care for 
his children within his home cannot hope to progress in 
the call to love his neighbors beyond his home.

Fourth, the biblical encouragement for the use of 
the rod is balanced by the biblical teaching to avoid sin-
ful anger. In Ephesians 4:31, Paul says, “Let all bitterness 
and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away 
from you, along with all malice.” No Christian—fathers 
included—has biblical permission to give full vent to 
anger even with their children. When this biblical truth 
is paired with the biblical call to grow in the spiritual 
fruit of gentleness and self-control (Gal 5:23), a picture 
comes into focus of a man who disciplines his children 
with a hand that is $rm yet gentle and controlled.

Finally, the biblical encouragement for the use of the 
rod is balanced by the biblical teaching that discipline—
though punitive—is restorative in nature.4 "e writer of 
Hebrews draws a parallel between divine discipline and 
earthly, paternal discipline. "e motivation behind the 
discipline of both divine and human fathers is the same. 
Hebrews 12:11 says, “For the moment all discipline 
seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the 
peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been 
trained by it.” This passage points to a motivation of 
discipline that is restorative leading to good, peaceful, 

and righteous fruit. When this is the motivation behind 
discipline, the method of the rod should correspond 
and itself be good, peaceful, and righteous.

So though fathers are commanded to enforce their 
authority in a tangible way, there are a number of prin-
ciples that regulate that physical force. When such prin-
ciples are understood, it is possible to say that a father 
abuses his child when physical force not employed for 
the purpose of restoring the child but is employed for 
the purpose of venting the father’s sinful and uncon-
trolled anger. "is is a wrongful use of paternal or mater-
nal power even if there are no physical marks and even if 
it is done with the approval of the surrounding culture.

At a fundamental level, abuse is just one manifesta-
tion of sinful rage that God forbids, and wants to be 
transformed. When a man uses any force against his 
wife or improper force against his children, he does so 
out of a heart that has been denied its lust for power, 
comfort, sex, or any number of other things ( Jas 4:1-2). 
It is sinful and should be repented of before God and 
those whom he has wronged. It is to this topic that we 
must now turn.

Persons on the giving and receiving end of abuse can 
feel overwhelmed by despair, believing that things can 
never be di!erent than the way they are. It is common 
for many to believe that once a person is an abuser, he 
will always be an abuser. "e purpose here is to examine 
whether this is true. 

Two items will be mentioned by way of response. 
"e $rst response is anecdotal. I have counseled a num-
ber of couples for whom abuse has been a difficulty. 
"e couples who have experienced brokenness before 
God over their sin, and have earnestly pursued counsel, 
accountability, and a grace-motivated plan for change 
have seen true and lasting change take place. All of the 
couples I know who have done this are, as far as I know, 
now living in homes that are free from abuse. "e rea-
son this is the case is not because I am such a wonderful 
counselor or because these couples have been so incred-
ible. "e reason this is true has to do with the second 
response, which is biblical.

In 1 Corinthians 6, Paul is dealing with people who 



are struggling with serious patterns of sinfulness and 
he says,

Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, 
nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who prac-
tice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, 
nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will 
inherit the kingdom of God. And such were some 
of you. But you were washed, you were sancti-
$ed, you were justi$ed in the name of the Lord 
Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God (1 Cor 
6:9-12).

This passage does not mention abuse specifically but 
rather mentions the hope that persons struggling with 
enslaving sins can have for change. Paul runs through 
a list of sins regarding which many believe change is 
impossible (such as homosexual activity). A%er giving 
these exemplary cases of di'cult sins, Paul admits how 
serious they are, declaring that people who do those 
things cannot inherit the kingdom of God. "en, Paul 
gives hope. He says, ‘and such were some of you.’ Paul’s 
point is that even though these sins may be a source of 
struggle for believers, they do not de$ne the believer. 
Believers do not live and die by the label of their par-
ticular sin. Instead they are under the new label of being 
in Christ. Because Jesus has washed, sancti$ed, and jus-
ti$ed believers, they are set free from sin. "is does not 
mean that believers never sin, but there is a power to 
change for even the most di'cult and enslaving sins.

"is is true of abuse as well. By the power of the res-
urrected Christ, abusers can change. Persons who say 
that abusers can never change are attempting to make 
a sobering declaration about abuse. I understand that. 
Abuse is sobering. In this passage, however, Paul makes a 
sobering statement about the gospel of Jesus. To say that 
an abuser (or a homosexual, or a thief, or an adulterer) 
cannot change is to deny this text of Scripture and thus 
to slander the gospel of Jesus Christ. Jesus loves to take 
revilers and turn them into givers of honor. Jesus loves 
to take the angry heart of an abuser and turn it in to the 
peaceful heart of a servant. Jesus loves to take an abused 
person’s fearful heart of despair and, by his grace, give 
her a heart full of strong and courageous hope.

"is biblical teaching is certainly not a reason for 
an abuser or an abused person to sit around and wait, 
with $ngers crossed and wishing for change. It is a call to 
cry out for help to Jesus and others. It is a call to repent 
deeply and to $ght for change in the context of a wise 
and loving community of believers. Precisely how this 
community should o!er counsel is the object of the next 
question.

Most of the space in this article will be devoted to 
very practical considerations about how to respond 
when a husband physically abuses his wife.5 As such 
a response is examined, it is important to keep a few 
things in mind. First, I am writing as a pastor and, there-
fore, am thinking pastorally. If you are a Christian friend 
of someone who is being abused, you should seek coun-
sel from those in spiritual authority over you, and you 
should implore your friend to get help. 

Second, ministry is always situational and case-spe-
ci$c. I am going to provide some guidelines to keep in 
mind when doing ministry in the a%ermath of physical 
abuse, but such generalities may not be appropriate for 
every situation. Because interpersonal ministry is always 
tailor-made, seek the wisdom of God in prayer and hear 
the wisdom of others in conversation. "at said, I wish 
to propose a $vefold strategy for ministry a%er you learn 
that a man has physically abused his wife.

Do not underestimate the importance of listening 
for your ministry. Listening to a woman who has been 
abused is the first way you can show care to her. She 
has endured a terrifying betrayal of trust and— in all 
likelihood—will $nd it di'cult to share her experience. 
It is possible that the woman addressing you has told 
others who have not believed her, or who have been 
unwilling or unable to o!er an appropriate response. A 
wife in such a situation may be more grateful than you 
can imagine simply to speak with someone who listens, 
understands, and is willing to o!er help.

 As you listen to an abused wife, it will be particu-
larly important for you to $nd out answers to questions 



like: How long has the abuse been happening? How 
often does it happen? When does it tend to happen? 
How severe is the abuse? Have children been exposed to 
the abuse? Have they seen it happen or been recipients 
of it themselves? What would your husband’s response 
be if he knew you were talking about the abuse? 

You need to listen to the wife, but you also need to 
develop a plan to listen to the husband. Wise ministry 
will always seek to minister to both sides of the equa-
tion: both the abused and abuser. As Christians who 
are called to love and minister even to our enemies, and 
who are aware of the devastating e!ects of human sin-
fulness, we believe that even the abuser is a victim of his 
abuse in some sense.6 Such a man needs help to pursue 
change. Ministry to the abused and abuser will look dif-
ferent. Yet both will begin in the same place: listening. 
It is important to mention a few things to keep in mind 
as you seek to listen to the abuser.

As you seek to listen to an abusive husband, one 
phrase to keep in mind is restoration not stigmatization. 
Abusers are guilty of egregious sin against their wives and 
against God. "ey must be confronted with this sin and 
urged to confess their sin and pursue change vigorously. 
As true as that is, we never want abusers to sense that we 
are against them. "e goal in ministry to an abuser—as 
long as he will receive such ministry—is to see him be 
restored to his family, and ultimately to Christ. A minis-
ter must communicate a $erce willingness to protect the 
abused. Yet this need must not be placed at odds with 
ministry to the husband. It should be understood and 
communicated to the husband and wife that each one 
needs ministry for the good of their marriage. 

As you seek to listen to an abusive husband, it is also 
helpful to try and $gure out what he was wanting when 
he hurt his wife. One of the most profound things the 
Bible teaches about our behavior is that it always springs 
from motives that are seated deep within our hearts 
(Mark 7:14-23). Abusive anger spews out of a heart that 
has been denied its lusts and wants to punish someone. 
When you can understand from an abuser what desires 
led to the abuse, you will understand the twisted logic of 
his sin. You will be equipped to o!er wise, relevant, case-
speci$c wisdom about how to pursue Christ-centered 
change in the situation.

As you listen to an abusive husband, be wise in when 
and how you do so. It is not necessarily wise for you to 
talk to the husband with his wife present. Furthermore, 
it is not necessarily wise for you to speak to an abusive 
husband immediately a%er you have spoken to his wife. 
Finally, it is not necessarily wise for you to speak to an 
abuser alone. In a situation where you are dealing with a 
man who is murderously violent you should, in fact, do 
none of these things. In such cases it is better to wait, 
be sure the wife is safe, involve the authorities, and not 
meet alone with a dangerous man. We will unpack these 
issues more in a bit. "e point here is to be willing to 
listen. Because ministry, as was noted above, is case-
speci$c, if you listen well, it will keep you from trying to 
solve a problem that does not exist.

Laws about reporting abuse vary from state to state, 
so it is always wise to check on the requirements for 
your area, but Kentucky is similar to many other states. 
In Kentucky, most people are required to report abuse 
to the authorities when they become aware of it. "is 
requirement stands unless the abused person requests 
that the o!ense not be reported. If a minister receives 
such a request he still may report the abuse, but is no 
longer required to report it. "is stipulation will o%en 
make it necessary for ministers to make a judgment call 
about how to involve the authorities. "ere are several 
guardrails that will govern this decision.

First, integrity and honest dealing should govern 
your interaction with the woman who has come for 
help. Inform the wife that you are required to report 
abuse unless she asks that you not do so. If she asks you 
not to report, but you believe that reporting is necessary, 
explain this and try to persuade her. If you disagree, you 
must inform her of your intention to report against her 
wishes. You should do this in love and with great care, 
taking time to explain your concerns and your belief 
that this will be the most helpful action. You should also 
understand that she will likely be quite upset with you. 
Finally, you should be aware that for the most part, the 
authorities are powerless to help if the victim will not 
corroborate your claim. This means that your report 



may not amount to much. "e point advanced here is 
that you should be honest. If you are dishonest or less 
than forthcoming, you will add your betrayal to her hus-
band’s betrayal and make your work more di'cult. 

Second, you must protect the weak. The civil 
authorities are a God-ordained instrument to protect 
the weak as Romans 13 teaches. Furthermore, they 
have specific means at their disposal to help them in 
this work. As true as this is, there are limitations to the 
protection they o!er. As noted above, if a wife will not 
corroborate the abuse, there is little the authorities can 
do. Even if she does, the protection they offer in the 
form of limited periods in jail, emergency protective 
orders, and restraining orders are not full-proof. The 
harsh reality that everyone admits is that if a man desires 
to hurt his wife badly enough, there is little anyone can 
do to stop him. Having said that, Christians should use 
all means at their disposal to help abused women. "e 
civil authorities are one way to do this.

A third issue to consider with regard to involving 
the authorities in an instance of physical abuse is that 
informing the authorities can help prevent further 
instances of abuse. One research study found that call-
ing the police after an episode of domestic violence 
created a strong deterrent against repeat offenses of 
domestic violence.8 "is study showed that the deter-
rent is e!ective even if there is no arrest made. "is, of 
course, makes eminent biblical sense as sin loves to hide 
in the darkness and so #ees when exposed to the light 
(Eph 5:7-14). "is one is a powerful principle that urges 
us to make a report of violence.

Ultimately, there are not easy, one-size-fits-all 
answers on this issue. If a man hit his wife for the $rst 
time in $%een years, if you $nd out two weeks a%er it 
happened, and if he seems humble and repentant while 
she seems safe and unafraid, you might submit to the 
wife’s request that you not report the incident. If a 
woman comes to you covered in bruises saying that her 
husband has been regularly hitting her for months, you 
certainly should not submit to her request. "ings get 
more di'cult as we move away from these extremes and 
toward the center. "e rules of thumb are to err on the 
side of keeping women safe and to obey the law. A%er 
that, be humble, be honest, express genuine and long-

term care for your counselee, pray, and seek wisdom 
from others you trust.

When all is said and done, the civil authorities may 
or may not be involved. One group that must necessar-
ily be involved is the body of believers. Ministers of the 
gospel called by Christ to equip the saints for ministry 
should be concerned that we live in a culture that does 
not see it as the responsibility of the church to meet the 
spiritual and physical needs of its hurting members. "is 
is what ministry is, and it is repeatedly commanded in 
Scripture. I have had too many conversations with too 
many ministers whose only idea about ministry in the 
aftermath of abuse is to call the authorities and pray. 
"ere is much, much more to be done.

"e church must be mobilized to care for the abused. 
Women may need a safe place to stay with their chil-
dren. "ey may need food and clothing for a time. "ey 
may need long-term $nancial help if restoration proves 
impossible. (A church in such a situation should con-
sider helping a woman pay for her children’s school or 
for her own education as she tries to get a job to support 
her family). "ey may need to provide childcare. "ey 
may need to help getting kids back and forth to school. 
"ey will always need to provide the sort of Christian 
friendship that provides the opportunity for candid and 
loving counsel, for tears, and even for laughter. We live 
in a church culture that desperately needs to rediscover 
that it is not the responsibility of government agencies 
and social workers to provide these services. God calls 
his church to ful$ll these responsibilities.

The church needs to be mobilized to care for the 
abusive husband. It is not the abused wife alone that 
needs help. "e husband needs ministry too, and it is 
the responsibility of the church to provide it. Church 
members will need to be mobilized to go and confront 
an abusive husband. If such a man is repentant, he may 
need a place to stay for a time so that his wife and chil-
dren can remain in their home. He may need food. He 
will certainly need accountability, as well as Christian 
friends who can speak into his life as he grows and 
changes. Furthermore, for a time, he may need church 
members to supervise visits he has with his wife and 



children. Ultimately, if he is unrepentant, he will need 
the church to bear testimony against his sin through 
a process of church discipline so that his spirit may be 
saved at the last day (cf. 1 Cor 5:5).

"e above are a dozen examples of the many di!er-
ent ways that the church can be called upon to minister 
in the fog of post-abuse ministry. One thing is certain: 
no minister can do all of this by himself. In fact, I am 
persuaded that the reason many Christian ministers 
throw up their hands and send people exclusively to the 
civil authorities is that they are made weary by all that 
needs to be done. "e load can and should be shared by 
a body of believers instead of just one person.

"e goal of ministry in the a%ermath of abuse should 
be the e!ort to restore couples to each another in a way 
that re#ects biblical wisdom. Obviously a couple should 
not be restored to the same house and a normal relation-
ship if the abuser is unrepentant or still a threat. "ere 
should never be any action taken that would expose a 
woman to that kind of danger. Instead, if a husband is 
repentant and vigorously pursuing change, then—in 
light of the power of Christ to change abusers—couples 
can have hope that God can restore their relationship.

In order to do this, the church must work closely 
with the couple so that the wife is always protected and 
safe. A man who has been consistently violent towards 
his wife will need to be separated from her for a time to 
receive counseling and to re-establish trust. As ministry 
toward the couple begins, it may be that the only time 
he sees his wife is during the periods of counseling. "e 
goal should be to increase these times together slowly 
and then add other times for them to be together in a 
supervised way (both as a pair and with their children). 
From here, the couple should move to spending time 
together in an unsupervised way with the ultimate goal 
of living together under the same roof. As ministry pro-
ceeds with the couple, pastors and other Christians, we 
look for signs of genuine repentance from the man. We 
want to balance this repentance with deliberate and 
steady progress in the restoration of the couple. As such 
progress happens, it is essential to ensure that that the 

wife is safe and that she feels comfortable with the speed 
of progress.

We live in a church culture that most often refers 
church members struggling with abuse to counselors 
outside of the church. "is is unfortunate, given that the 
Bible is rich in wisdom concerning the relevant issues. 
As an abused person and as a minister who helps the 
abused, I have not encountered an issue that God does 
not address somehow in the pages of his Word.

"is reality does not mean that a person with a semi-
nary degree or a person in vocational ministry necessar-
ily possesses wisdom about these biblical principles. "is 
reality, instead, is an encouragement to get knowledge. 
Ministers should study the Scriptures, seeking wisdom 
about responding to abuse. Ministers should also read 
good books and articles about abuse (which are o%en 
hard to $nd). Above all, when you become aware that 
abuse is happening in your church (as it likely is), seek 
the wisdom of others who have walked the road before 
so you can be of most help. The following are a few 
things to keep in mind as you minister to a couple.

First, emphasize the nature of abuse. James 4:1-2 
says, “What causes quarrels and what causes fights 
among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war 
within you? You desire and do not have, so you murder. 
You covet and cannot obtain, so you $ght and quarrel.” 
Abuse is an angry, violent $t of rage. In his Word, God 
tells us that anger grows in a heart that desires some-
thing it has not received. "e logic of anger says, “I want 
this thing (it could be sex, submission, dinner, peace 
and quiet, or a million other things), and if you do not 
give it to me I will punish you.” Fundamentally, abuse is 
about controlling another person to get what one wants.

"is is a signi$cant problem because Christians in 
general (Phil 2:1-11) and husbands in particular (Eph 
5:25-33) are supposed to exemplify sacri$cial service. 
Husbands are not called to $ght for their own desires 
with physical punishment. Instead, they are called to 
lay down their lives for the well-being of their wives. 
Nothing is further from this biblical vision than physi-
cal abuse against women.



Such a biblical understanding of abuse is very sober-
ing. Mere behavior modi$cation will not be enough to 
transform an abusive husband. Resolving to change is 
not enough. Taking deep breaths will not ultimately 
help. Counting to ten will not work either. "e Bible 
teaches that change for the abuser must happen at a 
deep level in his heart. All the strategies in the world 
to delay, manage, or relocate anger to another source 
cannot change an abuser. An abusive husband needs 
a change of heart. A man who hits his wife needs to 
exchange his sel$sh heart for a sel#ess heart that desires 
to serve others. "is is impossible for anyone to do on 
their own; this explains why so many men have trouble 
changing their abusive behavior.

Second, emphasize the gospel of God’s grace. It is 
truly impossible for an abusive man to change his heart 
on his own. "is reality does not mean, however, that 
change is impossible. As Jesus said in a di!erent context, 
“With man this is impossible, but with God all things 
are possible” (Matt 19:26). "e glorious reality of the 
gospel of grace, as was noted above, is that God can 
change the heart of an abuser. In Romans 6:1-4 Paul says, 

What shall we say then? Are we to continue in 
sin that grace may abound? By no means! How 
can we who died to sin still live in it? Do you not 
know that all of us who have been baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We 
were buried therefore with him by baptism into 
death, in order that just as Christ was raised from 
the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might 
walk in newness of life.

Because believers have been united to Christ in his life, 
death, and resurrection, they should take no part in sin. 
“For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are 
not under law, but under grace” (Rom 6:14). "is verse 
plainly teaches that grace includes power to defeat sin. 
Grace is the only power strong enough to break the hold 
of abuse in the heart of a sel$sh believer.

Third, emphasize the necessity of repentance and 
forgiveness. Martin Luther began his Ninety-Five "e-
ses with the words, “When our Lord and Master, Jesus 
Christ, said ‘Repent’, he called for the entire life of 

believers to be one of repentance.” "e apostle John said, 

If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, 
and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, 
he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:8-9). 

"is means that the way Christians lay hold of the gos-
pel of grace is by confessing their sins and receiving 
Christ’s forgiveness and power for change. Because this 
is true, counseling abusive husbands requires guiding 
them toward an encounter with God where they confess 
their sinful actions and heart attitudes, begging Christ 
for forgiveness and for the power to change. "ey must 
do so with con$dence that, in Christ, they will receive 
what they seek.

Abusive husbands also must be required humbly 
to repent of their sin to their wives. Repentance is not 
just vertical, but is also horizontal. Proverbs 28:13 says, 
“Whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper, 
but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain 
mercy.” Abusive husbands must expose their sins not 
only to God, but also to the wives and others whom 
they have harmed. "ose who obtain mercy need not 
only to confess but also to forsake their sin. "is is very 
important. "ere must be fruit in keeping with repen-
tance (Matt 3:8). "is is why restoration of a couple in 
the a%ermath of abuse must be steady, but slow. "ere 
must be time to see fruit and to demonstrate that repen-
tance is genuine. Pastors must be incredibly wary of 
tears and statements about a commitment to change. 
Godly sorrow and worldly sorrow can look alike on the 
outside, but only godly sorrow leads to repentance (2 
Cor 7:8-11).

An abused wife also may need to repent of her own 
sin. Let me be very clear about this as it will be easy to 
misunderstand: I am not saying that a wife is ever respon-
sible for the abuse she receives at the hands of her hus-
band. If the Bible teaches anything about sin, it is that 
the responsibility rests on the person who committed 
it. Whenever a man physically abuses his wife, he may 
never shi% the blame for his sin onto his wife with state-
ments like, “If she had been more submissive I would 
not have hit her.” Statements like this are a wicked 



attempt to shi% the responsibility for sin onto another.
Having said that, the Bible also teaches that no  

person should ever overlook one’s own sin in favor of 
focusing on the sin of others. "is is the point of Mat-
thew 7:1-5. Ministers who want to help couples change 
in a way that most honors Christ will urge both husband 
and wife to consider their sins against God and one 
another. For a wife, this will mean making it clear that 
abuse is an egregious sin for which she is not responsi-
ble, while still asking what sins she might have commit-
ted that need to be confessed. Has she been rebellious 
toward her husband? Was she violent towards him? 
Has she been guilty of any cruel or unloving treatment 
toward him? Such issues are not the $rst items that a 
wise minister will pursue, but they should be addressed 
at some point.

Finally, couples (especially wives) must be con-
fronted with the biblical command to forgive. "is will 
o%en be very challenging and so ministers must proceed 
slowly here, but very deliberately. Women who have 
been abused must be confronted with the command of 
Jesus that because we are forgiven sinners we must for-
give our fellow Christians from the heart (Matt 18:21-
35). Jesus’ words in this regard changed my own life. 
A%er enduring years of physical abuse from my mother, 
I hated her. A%er a few years of being a Christian, how-
ever, I realized that the call of Christ on my life was to 
forgive and show love to my assailant. Such forgiveness 
will never mean that a woman should be restored to a 
violent situation. It will also not mean that an abusive 
man pays no consequences. It will mean abused per-
sons are free to let go of bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, 
slander, and malice and are empowered to exercise kind, 
tender-hearted forgiveness (Eph 4:31-32).

Fourth, emphasize instruction on God’s use of suf-
fering in the Christian life. In the a%ermath of any dif-
$cult marital issue, couples can be le% wondering why 
such horrible things would happen. This is certainly 
the case in the wake of abuse. Couples get married hop-
ing for the fairy-tale and now a black eye and shattered 
dreams have them reeling with questions like, “Why did 
this happen?” "e Bible’s answer to this is as shocking 
as it is clear,

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials 

of various kinds, for you know that the testing of 
your faith produces steadfastness. And let stead-
fastness have its full e!ect, that you may be perfect 
and complete, lacking in nothing ( Jas 1:2-4).

"is passage explains a biblical response to su!ering and 
provides a rationale for it.

"e response to trials of various kinds—like abuse—
is to count it all joy. I tremble as I write that sentence. 
Many who read this will be outraged, and I under-
stand that. It is an outrageous statement. It is also the 
truth of God. How are we to count it all joy when we 
meet trials? Isn’t that absurd? The mist begins to lift, 
however, when the object of rejoicing in the passage is 
understood. Christians do not rejoice at the su!ering. 
No woman should be happy that she is being abused. 
Christians look at what God is doing and rejoice in that.

Christians do not rejoice at the su!ering, but Chris-
tians do look at what God is doing and rejoice in his 
purposes. According to the inspired words of James, the 
goal of all su!ering is to make the Christian steadfast, 
lacking in nothing. "is truth means that God is able to 
accomplish through su!ering that which he could not 
do apart from su!ering. Jesus Christ chooses to work 
within our pain to make us more like himself. Embrac-
ing this truth requires giving attention to two important 
matters.

"e biblical teaching is not an argument for women 
to remain in an abusive situation. "ere are too many 
passages teaching that abuse is something from which 
persons should #ee for any responsible Bible interpreter 
to conclude such a thing (1 Sam 19:10; Prov 22:3; Luke 
4:29-30; John 8:59; 1 Cor 6:19-20). James 1 is not a 
chain that shackles women to abuse. Instead, it is a key 
that frees them from believing that the pain they have 
experienced is purposeless. It gives them hope to believe 
that even in abuse—as in all the pain we experience in a 
sinful world—God is able to work to overrule the sinful 
purposes of wicked people so that what they intended 
for evil, he intends for good (Gen 50:20).

"is teaching in James is also one that requires wis-
dom ( Jas 1:5-8). Ministers need to arrive here slowly 
and carefully. Ministers must pray with and for the 
women to whom this teaching comes that the Lord 



would impart it by his grace.
Fi%h, emphasize the importance of intimate com-

munion in marriage. The goal of ministry in the 
aftermath of abuse is not merely to stop the hitting. 
Post-abuse ministry is a long, slow road down which the 
cessation of violence is merely a portion of the journey. 
"e violence has to be replaced with a tender, peaceful, 
and self-sacri$cial relationship. Couples need to learn 
how to pursue repentance and reconciliation in other 
areas as well because violence is never the only problem 
they face. Couples need to learn how to pursue the Lord 
and abide in Christ both as individuals and together.9 
Couples need to learn how to engage in constructive, 
humble, honest conversations where they express their 
joys, frustrations, concerns, dreams, and questions. Cou-
ples need to learn how to die to self, and serve their part-
ner in a God-glorifying sexual relationship. "ese are 
just a few examples that encourage ministers that their 
job of counseling is not $nished when the violence ends. 

Sixth, emphasize the importance of discipleship  
and mutual accountability. All sin happens in the dark. 
God teaches us by his grace to expose the darkness  
and live in the light (Eph 5:8-12). Couples need to 
learn to walk in community with other godly couples 
who can confront them, help them, remind them of  
the gospel, and stir them up towards love and good 
deeds. None of us can change alone, and sin cannot 
thrive in community. One tool for long-term change 
therefore is to connect couples with other mature Chris-
tians who can walk with them in Christ-centered, inten-
tional relationships.

Physical abuse is a horri$c problem. Ministers can 
have con$dence, however, that Scripture equips them 
to understand what abuse is and how to minister to 
abused people. Ministers can know that the gospel of 
our mighty Christ is su'cient to empower abusive men 
and abused women to change so that they become more 
like him.
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"e purpose of this two-phase sequen-
tial mixed methods study was to 
explore best practices for training par-
ents to pursue household family dis-
cipleship among churches identi$ed as 
holding and conducting a family min-
istry philosophy and approach. This 
research used quantitative methods 
to measure parents’ perception and 
practices, and qualitative methods to 
explore the best practices.

Expert panel: In order to establish 
a sample population, an expert panel 
was assembled. "e expert panel con-
sisted of nine individuals who have 
a significant voice in the evangelical 
world as it pertains to family minis-
try. The panel included representa-
tives of the three primary models of 
family ministry—family-equipping, 
family-based, and family-integrated. 
The expert panel provided a list of 
churches that, in their estimation, 
conducted family ministry well. Sev-

enteen churches were nominated; twelve agreed to par-
ticipate. 

Phase One: Parental Perceptions and Practices: All 
eligible parents from each participating congregation 
were invited to take part in an online survey. "e Family 
Discipleship Perceptions and Practices Survey (FDPPS) 
was hosted by an online data collection service. "e core 
questions of the survey had been previously validated, 
exhibiting a Cronbach alpha coefficient of 0.88. The 
entire survey, including requests for demographic infor-
mation, consisted of twenty-$ve questions and should 
have taken no more than ten minutes to complete. "e 
questions identi$ed the parents’ perception of their role 
and responsibility as well as gauging the household prac-
tices in which the parents engage on a regular basis. "is 
$rst phase resulted in usable data from 933 parents.

Phase Two: Telephone Interviews and Case Stud-
ies: The second phase consisted of phone interviews 
with all nominated churches that were willing to par-
ticipate. The interview explored the church’s overall 
ministry approach and the speci$c plans or processes 
in place to equip and to encourage parents to become 
primary disciple-makers in their children’s lives. In addi-
tion, three churches were selected to participate in case 



studies. "ese churches were selected purposively based 
upon the high performance of parents on the survey 
instrument. 

Key !ndings: One question that drove this research 
was, “To what degree do parents perceive their role and 
responsibility as primary disciple-makers, and in what 
ways do they practice family discipleship as a household 
parental responsibility?” In the participating churches, 
parents perceived themselves as primary disciple-makers 
to a very high degree. "e data also indicated that per-
ceptions, in the case of these churches, do correlate with 
behaviors.

One item on the survey requested agreement or 
disagreement, in degrees, with this statement: “Par-
ents—and particularly fathers—have a responsibility 
to engage personally in a discipleship process with each 
of their children.” "e stronger the parents’ agreement 
with that statement, the more frequently the parents 
read or discussed the Bible with their children, the more 
frequently the parent discussed biblical or spiritual mat-
ters with their children while engaging in day-to-day 
activities, and the more frequently the parents engaged 
in family devotional or worship times.

Another item requested agreement or disagree-
ment with this statement: “I prioritize consistent family 
devotional or worship times in my family’s schedule.” 
Stronger agreement with that statement correlated with 
higher frequencies of discussing the Bible, higher fre-
quencies of discussing biblical or spiritual matters while 
engaging in day-to-day activities, and higher frequencies 
of family devotional or worship times. "e patterns of 
prayer with children also related positively to prioritiza-
tion of family devotional times. Interestingly, respon-
dents with three of more children were more likely to 
prioritize family devotional times.

"e stronger the disagreement with the statement, 
“I would like to do regular family devotions or Bible 
reading in our home, but my family is just too busy for 
that right now,” the higher the frequency in discussing 
the Bible, discussing biblical or spiritual matters during 
day-to-day activities, and engaging in family devotions 
or worship times in the home. "e inverse is also true. 
For those respondents who indicated that they were 
presently too busy for family devotions or Bible read-

ings, the frequency of the assessed behaviors was lower.
"e more someone agreed that the church is the pri-

mary place where children should receive their Bible 
teaching, the less likely they were to be engaged in any 
home-based family discipleship activities. "ese parents 
were also less likely to engage in discussions with others 
regarding the spiritual development of their families. 

Through interviews with the twelve participating 
churches as well as the three case studies of churches 
that performed strongly on the FDPPS, it became clear 
that seven particular practices marked these churches. 
Churches where parents were deeply engaged in prac-
tices of family discipleship tended to engage in more 
of these seven practices. No church leaders or members 
were ever asked whether they engaged in any of these 
practices. "e seven practices became apparent as data 
from interviews and case studies were coded and ana-
lyzed. No church’s practices looked identical. Although 
every congregation practiced one or more of these seven 
practices, each church did so in ways that were unique to 
the congregation’s context.

"e majority of churches (8 out of 12) provided a 
take-home of some sort for parents to connect teachings 
at church with conversations in their homes. Almost 
every church that participated in the study provided 
some level of training beyond weekend worship cele-
brations; the most signi$cant training was speci$cally 
aimed at men. Nine churches indicated speci$c, inten-
tional efforts to protect the schedules of families by 
limiting church activities. Eight of the twelve churches 
had instituted what they referred to as home groups 
or family life groups—small groups that meet as fami-
lies in homes. Ten of the twelve churches that partici-
pated in interviews did not have a children’s worship 
time separate from the larger community of faith. A 
handful of the churches practiced intentional hospital-
ity and fellowship in addition to the hospitality and 
fellowship that take place at the home groups. "e prac-
tice of preaching was quite o%en one of the $rst prac-
tices that the interviewees mentioned. Of the twelve 
churches interviewed, four speci$cally mentioned using 
“expository preaching” as a primary means of instruct-
ing parents on their roles as primary disciple-makers. Six 
other churches mentioned the signi$cance of preaching, 



teaching from the pulpit, or the message proclaimed in 
weekend worship celebrations.

Although much of the discussion related to family 
ministry has revolved around retaining young adults 
a%er they graduate from high school, not once in all the 
research did anyone suggest that their church’s practices 
were for the sake of retention. Instead, all efforts fell 
into one or more of three categories. "ese categories—
strong fathers, strong families, and a strong church—can 
be seen in the diagram below. Although these categories 
have certain characteristics that can and do stand alone, 
they appear to function in a coexistent manner. Second, 
the categories feed one another. Although churches will 

have fragmented families, a biblical understanding of 
the family will recognize the unique role of the father. 
When the father is strong, this will help to facilitate 
strong families. When the families of the church are 
strong, this will strengthen the congregation. A strong 
church will seek to develop strong fathers, and so on.

Although exceptions were observed, one underlying 
key in the practices explored here was that, in churches 
where parents were most engaged in practices of family 
discipleship, age-segmented programs had been mini-
mized (though not necessarily eliminated) while inter-
generational activities had been maximized.



Seven Practices for E!ective Equipping of Parents

 Churches Take- Focused Limit Home Integrated Hospitality Pulpit
 ranked Home Men’s Activities Groups Worship and Ministry
 by mean Guides Training to Protect   Fellowship
 scores on   Family   Emphasis
 FDPPS   Schedules
 Church I Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
 –FIC
 Church J Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
 –FIC
 Church A No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
 –FIC
 Church C No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
 –FEM
 Church L No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
 –FIC
 Church D Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
 –FIC
 Church F Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
 –FIC
 Church K Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes
 –FEM
 Church B Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes
 –FEM
 Church G Yes Yes No No No No No
 –FEM
 Church E No No No No Yes No No
 –FBM
 Church H Yes Yes No No No No No
 –FEM
FIC indicates a family-integrated church (all or most age-organized activities eliminated); FEM means family-
equipping ministry (some age-organized activities retained but with complete reorientation of purpose). FBM 
indicates family-based ministry (intergenerational and parent-equipping activities added to current age-organized 
structures). 



“How can I $nd out what parents in 
my congregation are doing to disciple 
their children?” Early in my explo-
rations of family ministry, I heard 
that question many times. Then, in 
dialogues with churches that were 
engaging effectively in family min-
istry, I discovered that the reassess-
ments that had led to transformation 
in their ministries o%en started with 
a simple survey. Recognizing the need 
for a tool that could be used in a wide 
variety of congregations, I began to 
develop the Family Discipleship Per-
ceptions and Practices Survey.

Initially, thirty-two items were 
dra%ed. An expert panel of six persons 
in the $eld of family ministry revised 
the items and approved the content 
validity of twenty items. Eight of 
these items—items 9 through 16 in 
the instrument’s $nal form—gathered 
objective data related to the frequency 
of particular practices and experi-

ences. Twelve items had to do with parental perceptions. 
It was necessary to validate these items statistically. 

The twelve items related to parental perceptions 
were first field-tested with a group of 117 parents in 
three evangelical congregations. Principle component 
factor analysis revealed that four items related weakly or 
negatively to the primary component; these four items 
were eliminated. "e remaining eight items exhibited 
strong internal consistency reliability (Cronbach alpha 
coefficient, 0.88). Two research projects conducted 
with larger samples a%er the $eld test resulted in simi-
larly strong coe'cients, suggesting a stable and reliable 
instrument.

Items 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7 are reverse-scored. If adding 
items using a scale of 1 to 6 to analyze data from the 
surveys, reverse the order of the scale—so that it goes 
from 6 to 1 instead—on these items.

The survey may be reproduced and used freely, as 
long as no changes are made to the survey and as long as 
every copy of the survey clearly includes this statement: 
“Copyright © Timothy Paul Jones, Family Ministry 
Field Guide (Indianapolis, Ind.: Wesleyan Publishing 
House, 2011). Used by permission.” 



THE FAMILY DISCIPLESHIP PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES SURVEY
"is survey is intended for parents with children living at home. 

For the purposes of this survey, “church leaders” include  
pastors, elders, ministers, deacons, teachers, or small-group leaders.

 Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
 disagree  disagree agree  agree
01. I prioritize consistent family  

devotional or worship times in my 
family’s schedule.

02. I would like to do regular family 
devotions or Bible reading in our 
home, but my family is just too busy 
for that right now. It will probably  
be that way for quite a while.

03. "e church is where children 
ought to receive most of their 
Bible teaching.

04. When my child spontaneously 
asks a biblical or theological question, 
I really wish that my child would 
have asked a minister or other church 
leader instead of me.

05. I want to do whatever it takes for 
my child to succeed in certain sports 
or school activities—even if that 
means my family is too busy some 
weeks to eat any meals together.

06. Parents—and particularly fathers 
—have a responsibility to engage 
personally in a discipleship process 
with each of their children.

07. Church leaders are the people  
primarily responsible for discipling  
my children and teaching them to  
share the gospel with others.

08. My church has helped me to  
develop a clear plan for my child’s 
spiritual growth.



 Never Once A couple "ree or Five or Seven or
   times four times six times more times
09. Other than mealtimes, how many 

times in the past WEEK have I 
prayed aloud with any of my children?

10. How many times in the past 
WEEK has my family eaten a meal
together with television, music, and 
other similar media turned o! ?

11. How many times in the past  
MONTH have I read or discussed the
Bible with any of my children?

12. How many times in the past 
MONTH have I discussed any
biblical or spiritual matters with any 
of my children while engaging in 
day-to-day activities?

13. How many times in the past 
TWO MONTHS has my family
engaged in any family devotional or 
worship time in our home?

14. How many times in the past  
TWO MONTHS have I talked with
my spouse or with a close friend  
about my children’s spiritual 
development?

15. How many times in the past 
YEAR have I intentionally
participated with one or more of my 
children in witnessing to a non- 
Christian or inviting a non-Chrisitan 
to church?

16. How many times in the past 
YEAR has any church leader made
contact with me to help me to  
engage actively in my child’s spiritual 
development?

Copyright © Timothy Paul Jones, Family Ministry Field Guide (Indianapolis, Inc.: Wesleyan Publishing House, 2011).
Used by permission.





Tony Kummer: Let’s talk about this whole issue of 
church and family connectedness in this process 
of discipleship. Why has this issue, all of a sudden, 
become something that church leaders are worried 
about? 

Timothy Paul Jones: In the early stage of profes-
sionalizing youth and children’s ministries in the 1950s 
through the early 1970s, churches chose people who 
could play well with kids. What happened in the 1980s 
and into the 1990s is that you start having theologi-
cally-trained youth and children’s ministers. "ey were 
re#ecting theologically on what they were doing. Sud-
denly, everybody seemed to realize that there was a 
problem with present practices of youth and children’s 
ministry. Now, one of the things that concerns me is the 
idea that we need to start family ministry as a $x—as a 
cure-all for problems in the church. 

T.K.: That brings up the question: “We want to 
implement family ministry and we see the value of it, 
but I’ve got only so many volunteers to do this pro-
gram and half of my parents are just struggling to 
get here on Sunday morning, much less go home and 
lead family worship on Sunday a"ernoon. How does 
all this work?”

T.P.J.: Let’s $rst establish the $eld of possibilities: 
On the one hand you’ve got people whom I respect 
greatly in what are called family-integrated churches; 
they’re saying to wipe out everything age-graded. On 
the other side, we have the family-friendly approach 
or family-based ministry, which adds new programs 
to bring generations together. The third perspective, 
family-equipping ministry, steers a course between these 
two. What we are saying is not to add new programs but 
to take programs, activities, or events that you already 
have in place and then to conduct these programs in a 

Dr. Timothy Paul Jones was recently featured on a podcast at Ministry-to-Children.com in which he explained how 
the family-equipping discipleship model addresses important issues related to children’s ministry. He was interviewed 
by Tony Kummer, founder and editor of Ministry-to-Children.com.



way that equips parents to engage spiritually with their 
children.  

One of the ways that I try to explain family-equip-
ping is in terms of the “T.I.E. test”: train, involve, and 
equip. Go through every event, activity, or program that 
you do with children or youth and ask, “How am I going 
to tweak this so that it trains parents, involves parents, or 
equips parents?” To train is to do something during that 
event that trains parents to do something at home that 
takes home what the kids got at that particular event. 
Inviting the parents is good but in$ol$ing the parents 
means designing the event so that the parents must be 
there for the event to work—this also requires “families-
in-faith” for those children whose parents are not part 
of the church. Equipping the parents means to give them 
some sort of tool so that they have a resource to take 
home and use in family devotions, to lead a discussion 
with their children, or to ask some questions about the 
works of God and what God is doing in their lives. 

T.K.: My concern is that maybe this whole movement 
is about thirty years too late. 

T.P.J.: Perhaps it is. But one thing that is actually 
encouraging to me is that this same thing happened 
before in the Middle Ages—there was a sharp drop-o! 
in parents’ spiritual engagement with their children. 
"en, it was due to a drop in literacy, as well as a central-
ization of religious practices and church education in 
the church itself instead of being something that perme-
ated the homes. What is encouraging to me is that, in 
the a%ermath of the Reformation, practices of family 
discipleship, family worship, and parents engaging spiri-
tually with their children arise anew; this persisted well 
into the Industrial Revolution. The church has gone 
through this before and there has been a semblance of 
recovery—so if recovery of these truths has happened 
before, it can happen again. 

One of the things that is so crucial in all of this is 
that we return again and again to the gospel. Not to the 
church, not even to the family, but to the gospel. Our 
goal is Jesus Christ and our means of moving toward his 
grace and toward glory is through the gospel. Our edu-
cational programs in the church became so segmented, 
age-graded, split apart that, in some churches, there is 

almost no intergenerational interac-
tion. What we must do is to return to 
the gospel and to let it be central in 
what we do. That’s when our homes 
become places where day-by-day, week-
by-week, we rehearse the gospel. "is 
frees us from what can quickly become 
an idol in a family ministry emphasis: 
such a strong emphasis on the family 
that we begin to think our purpose is 
to have healthy families, to have fami-
lies doing devotions, or to have fami-
lies talking together about the things 
of God. "ose are good practices but 
they are not the goal. Returning again 
and again to the gospel also helps us 
to recognize that part of the calling of 
family ministry is a calling to draw the 
orphans all around us into the family 
of God. Rather than simply aiming at having and help-
ing healthy and whole families, we equip every family 
to become ministers and missionaries to the orphans 
around them, because this is at the heartbeat of the gos-
pel itself.

I don’t disagree that we’re in some ways three 
decades too late with much of this. Yet I do see a rising 
tide of change. I recently did a survey with several hun-
dred parents in dozens of churches. One of the things I 
found was that more than nine out of ten of these par-
ents said, in essence, “I am responsible for my child’s 
spiritual formation; I want to talk to my child about 
the things of God.” But about eight out of ten of these 
suggested that no one in their churches was telling them 
how. A rising generation of parents is saying, “I know I 
need to do this, I want to do this.” What they’re waiting 
for is a church that equips them to be able to engage 
spiritually with their children, that shows them how to 
let their household become a gospel-rehearsing outpost 
in the world, and that equips them to enfold the spiri-
tual orphans around them into a family, so that they too 
can experience the grace of God. 



Family-Based Youth Ministry. Revised and Expanded 
Edition. By Mark DeVries. Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity Press, 2004, 255 pp., $16.00.

When reading the new edition of Family-Based 
Youth Ministry (2004), by Mark DeVries, it is helpful 
to know ahead of time just what this book o!ers, and 
what it does not. DeVries has been involved in youth 
ministry for over twenty-$ve years: as an Associate Pas-
tor for Youth and "eir Families, as founder of Youth 
Ministry Architects, and as a sought-a%er lecturer and 
teacher.  All that to say, DeVries knows the subject of 
youth ministry well, and it is youth ministry that is a  
primary concern of this book.

DeVries spends the first few chapters diagnosing 
what he sees as the “crisis” in youth ministry: the way 
youth ministry has been done has not been “e!ective 
in leading our young people to mature Christian adult-
hood” (26).  In short, DeVries believes much youth min-
istry leads kids away from taking responsibility for their 
own spiritual life (28) by isolating kids from mature 
Christian adults (39-43), with the result that young 
people are relationally, cognitively, and morally stunted 
(48-53).  "e corrective to this crisis is to re-establish 
the “generational threads that used to weave their way 

into the fabric of growing up” by “connecting our kids to 
nurturing relationships that will last a%er they complete 
their teenage years” (56).

DeVries then spends the next few chapters discuss-
ing the positive and negative aspects of the nuclear 
family. DeVries certainly believes parents are crucial 
in the growth of young people toward Christ-likeness.  
He goes so far as to claim “Parents play a role second 
only to that of the Holy Spirit in building the spiritual 
foundation of their children’s lives” (68).  Yet, he does 
not mince words in asserting that many Christian par-
ents are just too spiritually immature, too harried by the 
busyness of life, or too a!ected by contemporary cul-
ture to navigate alone the task of raising their children 
toward being mature Christian adults (73-78). 

It is here, then, that DeVries extols the bene$ts of 
what he sees is the key for growing children toward 
being “complete in Christ”: the extended family of 
the church (83-95, 116).  Most significantly, DeVries 
believes that an extended Christian family can help 
to overcome de$ciencies found in many homes—par-
ticularly non-traditional homes (119-29). DeVries also 
makes his case that an extended Christian family is 
essential for young people to mature in their faith by 



providing avenues for them to own their faith (135-43) 
and to become responsible members of the larger Chris-
tian community of faith (146-56).  

All of these bene$ts are good things.  Yet, it is at this 
point in the book that an undercurrent of philosophy-
of-ministry tension comes bursting to the surface. DeVr-
ies is clear in articulating this tension; it is found in the 
critical process of determining whether one is function-
ing in the context of a family-ministry model or a youth-
ministry model (175).  It is here that one also really gets 
a sense of what this book is not about.

Ultimately, this book is not about family-based 
youth ministry in the sense of equipping parents to be 
the primary disciple-makers of their children.  Rather, 
this book is about extended-family-based youth minis-
try, in the sense of creating an environment where “the 
church takes the responsibility” of “moving students to 
maturity in Christ, accessing as much as possible the 
family and the extended family of the church” (175, 
emphasis added).  As DeVries readily admits, this dis-
tinction is “subtle yet signi$cant” (175).

"e real value of this edition of Family-Based Youth 
Ministry is the same as the previous edition; it casts a 
vision for involving youth in the life of the church as 
members of a faith-family.  Certainly, this volume adds 
to the conversation about the importance of family-
based ministry.  One gets the sense in reading this book 
that the conversation surrounding family-based min-
istry (youth and otherwise) has changed since it was 
originally published, and one is le% to wonder whether 
DeVries’ work will speak as loudly in church-culture 
today, as it did in 1994.

Tony Higgins
Ph.D. Candidate,

"e Southern Baptist "eological Seminary

Contemplative Youth Ministry: Practicing the Pres-
ence of Jesus. By Mark Yaconelli. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2006, 256 pp., $19.99.

Contemplative Youth Ministry: Practicing the Pres-
ence of Jesus is the result of research conducted by Mark 
Yaconelli, the creator and co-director of the Youth 
Ministry and Spirituality Project. From 2000 until 
2003, he gathered a group of leaders from 13 exemplary 

churches and 10 denominations in the United States. 
These churches ranged from conservative evangelical 
to liberal Protestants to Roman Catholic. He does not 
give a description of these churches and does not de$ne 
“exemplary.” Leaders were trained to “explore a di!erent 
way of sharing Jesus’ message of love with young people” 
(27). "is book is his re#ection on what happened in 
these churches. 

Yaconelli has made several insightful observations 
about youth ministry with which we can agree. He tells 
youth leaders, “We cannot hope to touch the hearts of 
youth if we have lost our own spiritual rooting” (20). He 
identi$es a key problem in most churches today when 
he declares we spend so much time “doing church” that 
we do not have time just to spend with God. His pur-
pose in writing the book is summarized by this quote, 
“We have to give ourselves permission to pray, to listen 
to people, and to be humble and willing to wait on the 
Holy Spirit to lead the way. How can we share God if 
we’re too busy to be with God? How can we love kids if 
we aren’t present to them?” (21). 

We do want our youth “to be with God” and to 
experience his presence. "e methods in this book, how-
ever, are subjective, mystical, and lack the authority of 
the Word of God. One of Yaconelli’s main approaches 
is to have the youth listen as the leader reads a passage 
of Scripture several times. As the passage is read, they 
listen for a word or phrase that “shimmers” or “sticks,” 
and then share how they feel this applies to their life of 
faith. At this point, there is danger of the Bible becom-
ing completely subjective and open to any idea. When 
Satan tempted Christ, he quoted Scripture but out of 
context. Christ responded with a hermeneutically cor-
rect, “It is written” (Matt 4:4). As followers of Christ, 
we are responsible not simply to respond to Scripture 
based on our feelings but to interpret the Word of God 
rightly (2 Tim 2:15). 

"e author relates how attending a retreat led by an 
Episcopal priest who emphasized silence, prayer, and 
imagination impacted his life. Many of these exercises, 
he claims, were part of an ancient and forgotten con-
templative prayer tradition within the Christian church. 
When calling the church to change how we minister to 
youth, however, we must have a solid Scriptural founda-



tion—not just a few testimonies that tell how Ignatius 
Loyola would have done it.

The book references Christian Smith’s landmark 
research in Soul Searching. "is research clearly reveals 
parents as the most important in#uence in their adoles-
cents’ lives. Yet Contemplative Youth Ministry fails to 
mention the importance of parents in the life of youth. 
How does the contemplative method involve parents in 
the spiritual development of their children?

Yaconelli seems to believe that what youth need is to 
“$nd the God within them.” He appears to decry having 
either Scripture or church leaders as an authoritative 
voice in the lives of youth. "ey are simply to “experi-
ence Jesus” for themselves. He gives several examples in 
Scripture of people “experiencing Jesus,” but ignores the 
fact that most of the teaching of Jesus is drawn upon the 
authority of the Old Testament. Jesus told His disciples 
that they were foolish because they did not believe all 
that the prophets had spoken and then, “beginning with 
Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in 
all the Scriptures the things concerning himself ” (Luke 
24:25-27). 

Yaconelli implies that Christ would not come where 
the church gathers today but would be out where the 
people are. "ere is some truth in this. Yet the Bible also 
affirms that it was Jesus’ custom to attend synagogue 
as well (Luke 14:6), and we must never forget that it is 
the church for whom Christ died. Yaconelli frequently 
says that Jesus expects nothing from us; while there is a 
measure of truth in this, Jesus says, “You are my friends 
if you do what I command you” ( John 15:14). In addi-
tion, the Great Commission describes his expectation 
for followers of Jesus. 

"e book appears to be pessimistic towards preach-
ing or what he calls “word-heavy youth ministry.” Sev-
eral times in the Gospels, however, we read that Jesus 
“preached” and Romans 10:14 asks how people can 
hear without a preacher. All of this seems rather “word-
heavy.” The gospel must be proclaimed and reflected 
in the way we live. He is correct when he says we need 
to slow down, spend undisturbed time with God, and 
commune with him. In authentic communion with 
God, however, the Holy Spirit works through the Word 
of God to transform our inner being so that we desire to 

serve him in the world to the glory of our Savior.
Brian C. Richardson, Ph.D.

Basil Manly, Jr. Professor of Church Ministries
"e Southern Baptist "eological Seminary

When God Shows Up: A History of Protestant Youth 
Ministry in America. By Mark Senter III. Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Baker Academic, 2010, 363 pp., $26.99.

When God Shows Up, A History of Protestant Youth 
Ministry in America by Mark Senter III is an appeal-
ing read that shows how youth ministry developed in 
America from the early nineteenth century through 
the first decade of the twenty-first century. The book 
provides an excellent overview of the movement and is 
written in an engaging style. Senter uses the metaphor 
of “jazz” to propose that Protestant youth have often 
improvised their styles of ministry. Like jazz, he says, 
youth ministry “has proven to endure, has distinctive 
structures, has fit into the culture of the day, and has 
attracted an outstanding cast of leaders” (2). He uses 
this structure to present the history of youth ministry. 
He argues that youth ministry practices go through 
$%y-year cycles of rise and decline; he then presents four 
such cycles, from the antebellum period through the late 
twentieth century.

A book of this size cannot cover everything, and 
there are gaps in the history of youth ministry that 
the author acknowledges are not covered. Many Afri-
can-American congregations taught their youth to 
be involved and to lead. Their involvement included 
both spiritual and political components. This impor-
tant aspect of the history of youth ministry needs to 
be developed further. Another gap is in the impact of 
women such as Mrs. Marshall Roberts and Lucretia 
Boyd on young women. Camps are also a major part of 
youth ministry history. Attending a Youth for Christ 
summer camp conference with thousands of other teens 
in the mid-1950s, I saw $rsthand the impact that pro-
gram had on youth. 

Many of the major statements in the book are unsup-
ported by cited sources. "e author appears to want the 
reader to accept his conclusions and interpretation of 
the events concerning the movement—but occasion-
ally he does not cite su'cient sources for the reader to 



weigh the historical evidences. A few examples are as 
follows:

• "e claim is made that the youth rallies led by Percy 
Crawford and Jack Wyrtzen were made up of about 
$%y percent adults. No source is mentioned for this 
claim, and having personally attended some of these 
rallies in the mid-$%ies this was not my experience.

• Senter says that Jack Wyrtzen did not attend an 
organizational meeting for Youth for Christ held 
in Winona Lake, Indiana in 1945 because he “dis-
trusted structures other than his own” (265). "is 
may be true, but where does this information come 
from? And how do we know that this was Wyrtzen’s 
reason for not attending?

• It is claimed that the response of the Son City rallies 
were “far more e!ective than Youth for Christ rallies 
had been” (269). Again, no proof is cited. 

• Senter suggests that Southern Baptists did not 
widely employ youth ministers until the 1970s 
(208). Having ser ved two Southern Baptist 
churches as a minister of youth in the 1960s and 
having been part of a Southern Baptist organiza-
tion of youth ministers with more than one hun-
dred members during that time, I must question 
that claim. 
"e epilogue includes a section titled “So Where Do 

We Go from Here?” Senter asks ten questions that grew 
out of his research into the history of youth ministry. 
He is concerned that we avoid the mistakes of the past. 
Here is a sample: “Youth ministry in America totally 
misses close to three-quarters of the adolescent popula-
tion in America. How will Protestant youth ministry 
change to meet that challenge?” (312)

These questions are important to consider as we  
look to the past to inform the future. The one ques-
tion I do not understand is number 10: “Where does 
youth ministry $nd its theological grounding?” (313). 
No matter how much youth ministry must change, 
the theological foundation must always be the Word 
of God. Despite these concerns, this book provides an 
important and engaging contribution to our under-
standing of Protestant youth ministry in America and 
a guide for the future.

Brian C. Richardson, Ph.D.
Basil Manly, Jr. Professor of Church Ministries

"e Southern Baptist "eological Seminary

Youth Ministry 3.0: A Manifesto. By Mark Oest-
reicher. El Cajon, CA: Youth Specialties, 2008, 155 
pp., $12.99.

The premise for Mark Oestreicher’s book, Youth 
Ministry 3.0, is that youth workers need to change (19). 
Oestreicher introduces the problem by referencing 
recent studies, which found that teens were leaving the 
church shortly a%er high school (24). By mentioning 
these studies and not further developing a need for the 
gospel, one is left with an unspoken implication that 
youth ministry is about head count. 

Although Oestreicher made numerous unsubstanti-
ated claims about the early stages of the youth ministry 
movement (45, 47, 48, 50), his reliance on scholars such 
as Mark Senter, Jon Savage, and Kenda Dean enables 
him to present a very brief yet accurate depiction of the 
rise and reason for youth ministry. "is depiction would 
have been strengthened by the use of primary sources 
and by citing some of the bolder claims he proposi-
tioned. "e historical synopsis provided a single side of 
the double-sided coin of youth ministry.

Oestreicher describes the 1970s as an epochal shi% 
in how we do youth ministry (54). He credits Youth 
Specialties’ founders Mike Yaconelli and Wayne Rice 
with much of the work that promulgated this shi%. It is 
interesting to note that Wayne Rice has recently released 
books entitled Generation to Generation and Rein$ent-
ing Youth Ministry (Again) in which Rice places the role 
and function of parents at the top of the priority list—a 
stark contrast to Oestreicher’s position and to the early 
days of Youth Specialties. Oestreicher gives the topic 
of parents less than a page of text and even less cred-
ibility (107). Oestreicher states that as much as parents 
are important, he is writing of something “larger and 
broader” (107). He claims that most family-based min-
istries have done nothing else than add programs (107), 
yet Oestreicher’s proposition is no di!erent. He encour-
ages his readers to do more for youth (94-95, 110) while 
at the same time suggesting programs to be cut (97). 

Oestreicher’s theological foundations are quite con-



fusing at times. He claims that the experience of teenag-
ers is what links them to God (102) and seems not to 
recognize that faith comes through hearing, not experi-
ence (Rom 10:17). Oestreicher admits that the experi-
ences will come and go depending on the youth culture 
(88), but never mentions the one thing that is constant 
in all people’s lives—the gospel. 

Amidst the confusing theology, one of the most 
unfortunate aspects of the text was the manner in which 
Oestreicher presented the motivation for change. Oest-
reicher did not turn to Scripture, but instead presented 
a model he gleaned from what he himself calls a new-age 
business book (109). It is this model he encourages his 
readers to adopt in regards to the movement from where 
they are to where they need to be. It is this model that 
Kenda Dean suggests the reader to “baptize” in order to 
promote e!ective change (13). 

Oestreicher does point out that we need to first 
identify the heart of God and where God is already at 
work, and then join with the work already in progress 
(75). Oestreicher hits the nail on the head when he says 
that youth culture has splintered (88). Yet instead of 
trying to $x the splinter by developing youth ministry 
practices that are rooted in the gospel and in Scripture, 
Oestreicher suggests our approaches need to splinter 
more (88). It is di'cult to see how such an approach 
can truly re#ect God’s design for his church.  

Ryan Steenburg, Ph.D.
Director of Administration and Development

Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood

Purpose Driven Youth Ministry: 9 Essential Founda-
tions for Healthy Growth. By Doug Fields. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1998, 395 pp., $17.99.

Doug Fields has been the Pastor to Students at 
Saddleback Church in Southern California since 1992. 
Early in his book, Purpose Driven Youth Ministry, Fields 
identifies his goal for the book is to coach the reader 
“through a plan to build a healthy youth ministry that 
isn’t dependent on one great youth worker and won’t 
be destroyed when that person leaves” (17). Fields pro-
ceeds to describe the model that Saddleback has estab-
lished and utilized for a number of years. Although 
Fields states that the goal is not to direct programs but 

to disciple students (18), he admits that purpose-driven 
youth ministry will have programs and structures which 
re#ect the program’s purposes (17). 

"e $rst step, according to Fields, is to develop and 
communicate a purpose statement for the youth min-
istry (55-57). Fields suggests a clear purpose statement 
will assist the leader in making sense of the program, 
utilizing volunteers, and providing direction for the stu-
dent’s spiritual maturity (56). He also adds that a pur-
pose statement will attract followers (57). Following the 
purpose statement is the process of identifying the audi-
ence (87). Saddleback has designed a circular system 
to identify those individuals who are least committed 
to those who are most committed in the church (87). 
Fields has adjusted the circular diagram into a funnel 
in order to demonstrate that with the purpose-driven 
system, some students will drop out rather than move 
to the next level of commitment (92). My concern with 
this system and diagram is that instead of expecting all 
the students to deepen their relationship with Christ, 
there is an assumption that some supposed believers 
will drop out, while others move to the next level. Fields 
states that he has never experienced any opposition from 
the students to the circle of commitment (or funnel sys-
tem) (93). Could this be because those who oppose the 
system have simply dropped out as predicted?

It is unfortunate that Fields feels compelled rather 
than excited to write a chapter on the subject of team-
ing with parents (252). Fields concludes that the early 
years of youth ministry did not see parents or the home 
as signi$cant (252). "is is historically inaccurate. Indi-
viduals including Samuel Dike, Henry Cope, and oth-
ers actively sought to include the parents and the home 
in the process of youth discipleship. "ankfully, Fields 
admits that “our role in a student’s spiritual develop-
ment is helpful, but a parent’s role is crucial” (254). 

Many good ideas can be gleaned from Fields’ sugges-
tions and experience. Two components seem to be missing 
in his approach: (1) centeredness in the gospel, and (2) 
equipping of parents to sustain the spiritual development 
of the youth. Instead of developing a funnel where we sac-
ri$ce some for the sake of others, could the youth minister 
not develop a tunnel where every believer is expected to 
enter and to continue toward maturity in Christ? 



W. Ryan Steenburg, Ph.D. 
Director of Administration and Development 

Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood

Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church. By 
Mark H. Senter III, Wesley Black, Chap Clark, and 
Malan Nel. Kindle edition; Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2001, 192 pp., $17.99.

In his introductory chapter, Mark Senter sets the 
backdrop in an attempt to frame the debate covered in 
the rest of the book. He does this by addressing funda-
mental questions involving ecclesiology, missiology, and 
anthropology. Senter maintains that local churches have 
adopted a parachurch character. He holds that this is in 
large part due to the seeker-sensitive and purpose-driven 
ministry strategies that are designed to evangelize ado-
lescents. "ere can be no adequate discussion of youth 
ministry and its purpose without handling the issue of 
development, both physically and spiritually. Anthro-
pologically, Senter discusses age appropriateness and 
spiritual awareness. 

Inclusive-Congregational: Malan Nel, professor of 
youth ministry and Christian education in South Africa, 
sounds the timely call for churches to design a compre-
hensive approach that enmeshes youth in the larger 
congregation of believers. He accurately reports that 
historically the church and youth work have typically 
been autonomous. Nel is correct that the fragmentation 
of local congregations has weakened the overall disciple-
ship process and has certainly affected adolescents in 
those congregations. "e church must see adolescents as 
a part of the church now. Yet what Nel misses is the need 
to address adolescents culturally, and more speci$cally 
missiologically. Ultimately, what Nel proposes has been 
most recently observed in the family-integrated church 
movement in the last decade. "is view seems to down-
play adolescent developmental structures by swinging 
the discipleship pendulum to the opposite extreme, as 
noted in Wes Black’s response. In the end, can this model 
accurately be classi$ed as youth ministry?

Preparatory: Wes Black of Southwestern Baptist 
Theological Seminary lays out a model that reclaims 
a more familiar understanding of local church youth 
ministry. "e strength of Black’s proposed preparatory 

model is its focus on equipping adolescents for “the 
work of the ministry” both now and later. While the 
preparatory approach is intentionally separated from 
other segments of the congregation, it is intended to 
leverage the developmental strengths of adolescence. 
Black defines youth ministry as “everything a church 
does with, to, and for teenagers that builds them into 
becoming the church” (location 43). This approach 
demonstrates a $rm commitment to the command of 
Ephesians 4:12. One additional strength of the prepara-
tory approach is Black’s use of the laboratory metaphor 
that views local church youth ministry as the training 
ground for future church leadership.

Missional: The missional approach proposed by 
Chap Clark of Fuller Seminary does not seem to be 
appreciably di!erent from the preparatory approach. It is 
most assuredly an inside-out strategy that is focused (like 
the preparatory approach) on equipping adolescents to 
be sent as missionaries to their peers and beyond. "is 
approach seems to downplay the teaching dimension 
but must be evaluated on the strength of sending out 
adolescents to carry the message of the Gospel.

Strategic: Mark Senter’s strategic approach goes o! 
the beaten path to stretch youth ministry in areas not 
o%en considered. In brief, he proposes youth ministry 
as church planting. What Senter describes is something 
supported by but disconnected from a local church. 
He calls youth ministers to leverage the leadership that 
they develop in their youth ministries to launch new 
churches. At present, North American church planting 
is replete with examples of youth ministers launching 
out to plant local church congregations and seeing many 
of their students join them, though this is not precisely 
what Senter proposes. Responses to Senter are consis-
tent in cautioning youth ministers who might embrace 
such an approach. It undermines the family and is essen-
tially unrealistic. It seems as though this approach may 
have been created solely for the sake of having a fourth 
view. "at being said, it is right and good for churches to 
involve adolescents and their families in church planting.

Troy W. Temple, Ph.D.
Associate Dean for Master’s Studies in the  

School of Church Ministries
"e Southern Baptist "eological Seminary



Rein"enting Youth Ministry (Again): From Bells & 
Whistles to Flesh and Blood. By Wayne Rice. Kin-
dle edition; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2010, 207 pp., $17.00.

Over the past several years, local church youth min-
istry has come under fire. These critiques have ques-
tioned the validity and effectiveness of local church 
youth ministry and sometimes the very existence of 
youth ministers. In response, Wayne Rice declares 
“Youth ministry may not be perfect and may have a long 
way to go, but God didn’t make a mistake by calling the 
quarter-million-plus adults who are serving in church 
youth ministries right now” (location 57). Rice o!ers 
an insider’s look and recommendations for churches as 
he calls youth ministry leaders to step back and to evalu-
ate the current landscape of their ministries. Although 
he spent a substantial number of years as leader of a 
parachurch youth ministry organization, Rice has much 
to offer local church youth ministers, springing from 
his commitment to the local church. His love for the 
church is obvious and contagious. 

Rice writes narratively but offers adequate refer-
ences to primary sources in support of his insights. As 
he unfolds his personal journey with Youth Specialties, 
his insights should evoke careful thought about current 
practices in local church youth ministry with a view to 
future e!ectiveness. 

Rice introduces the need for reinvention by call-
ing attention to the primacy of parents in their teen-
ager’s discipleship. “Reinvented youth ministry … has to 
begin by taking parents and families seriously” (1699). 
"e Bible o!ers substantial admonishment for leaders 
to raise the level of priority in the area of family min-
istry. Rice does not provide an extensive handling of 
those biblical texts but he provides enough to establish 
that “the church and family are the most powerful and 
important institutions on the earth” (1720). Rice has a 
passion not only for partnership with parents but also 
for bonding teenagers to the multigenerational con-
gregation of believers: “When youth groups function 
as alternatives to the church rather than a vital part of 
it, teenagers don’t experience what the church has to 
o!er them” (1453). "is is both consistent and accu-
rate with the guidelines of Scripture. It a'rms that local 

church youth ministry must be evaluated both in terms 
of building up families and in terms of building up the 
body of Christ. 

As Rice deals with the priority of family in youth 
ministry, he rea'rms the need for youth ministers in 
the local church. He does not propose eradication of 
youth ministry strategies that include regular or sea-
sonal activities for teenagers. He does however confront 
program-driven ideologies when he states that “the call-
ing of youth pastor should carry with it an implied shep-
herding role that is much bigger than keeping a youth 
ministry program up and running” (1263).

"e punch line of this book is rightly reserved for 
the $nal chapter where Rice asks the simple question, 
“Where is youth ministry headed now?” (1645). He 
suggests practical measures that will promote a youth 
and family ministry priority. As Rice turns the corner 
from narrative description to practical prescription, he 
seems to focus less on evangelism. "is does not dimin-
ish the value of his suggestions, but it does call for a 
somewhat more comprehensive model of youth and 
family evangelism. 

Troy W. Temple, Ph.D.
Associate Dean for Master’s Studies in the  

School of Church Ministries
"e Southern Baptist "eological Seminary





I don’t always do what is right as a father. I o%en miss 
opportunities to do what is right and best for my family. 
I tend, like most dads, to want what is best for me. "at’s 
why I was so interested in what I read recently about the 
nature of leadership. It comes from an unlikely place, 

the memoir of a  theologian. 
This particular insight about 

leadership concerns those who hold 
o'ces of power and authority in the 
academy. In this context, theologian 
Stanley Hauerwas observed: “People 
who occupy such offices cannot let 
their likes and dislikes of this or that 
person shape the decisions they must 
make for the good of the whole. !e 
ascetic character of the rightful exer-
cise of power is seldom appreciated.”1 
When I read that last sentence, I 
paused. “I like where he is going with 
this but I want to tweak it a bit by 
swapping ‘power’ for ‘leadership’ or 
some other less potent word.” "en I 
realized that, as with many Hauerwa-
sian statements, this is well written. 
To remove “power” from the state-

ment neuters the statement. His thought concerns the 
rightful exercise of power, not the rightful exercise of 
something less. “Ascetic” points here to the practice of 
strict self-denial for the purpose of spiritual formation.

Since I consider the vocation of fatherhood an o'ce 
of power, I began to think about leadership and father-
hood in that context. Here “power” refers to the good, 
God-given authority and ability to in#uence the most 
basic of all societal institutions, the family. I want to 
steward well the power God has entrusted to me to lead 
my home. Yet I am also quite sure that I don’t know how 
to do this well. My tendencies are toward the wrongful 
exercise of power. Power is so easily misused. 

God has entrusted to fathers the power to procreate, 
to make provision, and to lead. "ey are to do so in ways 
that display the gospel, in sacrificial and self-denying 
ways (Eph 5:25–6:4)—in ascetic ways. Some evangeli-
cals have used the language of “servant-leader” to try to 
convey the sacri$cial nature of Christian leadership but 
I am not sure that has always been the best term. "e 
term servant-leader seems worn out and misunderstood. 
When evangelicals today use the language of servant-
leader, it o%en does not convey an ascetic sense of lead-
ership. Moreover, the phrase is sometimes used in a way 
that does not convey leadership at all. It sounds more 



like “servant” than “leader,” so much so that it seems to 
be a nice way of asking for permission to lead. If the use 
of “servant-leader” is a nice way to get permission to 
lead, then I prefer avoiding that language. 

Scripture casts a vision for a particular kind of lead-
ership, yes, but it is indeed leadership. Perhaps what we 
are looking for is something more like what Hauerwas 
has called “the ascetic character” of a leader. If our Lord 
Jesus was anything, he was an ascetic leader. 

To avoid further capitulating to a wrongful idea of 
servant, consider the paradox of power in the kingdom 
of God. A true servant in the kingdom is not powerless, 
but powerful. "ink of Joseph as servant in Egypt, of 
the Hebrew prophets as servants to Israel, and the One 
who came not to be served but to serve and give his life 
as a ransom for many. If our Lord Jesus was anything, he 
was a powerful servant. 

Hauerwas’s idea of the ascetic character of a leader 
$ts fatherhood well. I am suggesting that fathers actively 
engage in the strict denial of their own desires and 
 tendencies in order to form the Christian home. An 
ascetic leader is one who practices self-denial on a rou-
tine basis, intentionally and relentlessly. That type of 
character is crucial to the rightful exercise of power in 
the Christian home. 

What routines of self denial, if any, characterize your 
expression of Christian fatherhood? And, do you see the 
gospel as operative in those routines?

Instead of getting frustrated with our wives and 
children when they slow down pursuit of our agendas, 
we learn to practice self-denial. That is, we don’t just 
pray for patience when we are interrupted. We actively 
work to mortify our #esh in the context of our duties 
as fathers.2 We work to serve our families as an expres-
sion of the gospel. We learn to look for and to anticipate 
moments of denial. Mediating yet another sibling dis-
pute, taking inconvenient phone calls during the work 
day, and changing our Saturday plans for the sake of 
another—all of these are moments of denial that we 
ought to anticipate. It is our responsibility as fathers to 
pursue the ascetic character of leadership in the home. 

Many of us have not seen the ascetic character of 
fatherhood up close. And even those of us who had 
godly, sel#ess dads may not have had the eyes to see it 

at the time. In any case, no matter what our experience 
has been with our earthly fathers, the gospel allows no 
excuses from our past. 

"rough the gospel we can follow the compelling 
examples of the patriarchs in Scripture. Inasmuch as 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were men of faith, we may 
assume they were also men of self-denial. We have one 
particularly signi$cant example in Abraham, who, when 
he was tested by God, willingly offered up his son of 
promise as an act of faith (Heb 11:17). I consider this 
an act of self-denial because in a very real sense he was 
giving himself away—this was his “only son,” the one 
whom he loved dearly (Gen 22:2). This was at once 
an act of self-denial and an act of faith by the father of 
many nations.  

Our most compelling example of the ascetic charac-
ter of fatherhood is, of course, God our Father. He chose 
to give himself to us and for us through Jesus Christ, 
his one and only Son. "e sel#essness of his gi% is seen 
in the fact that he made his Son who knew no sin to 
become sin for us so that God’s righteousness would 
be available to us. Again, he poured out his perfect and 
holy wrath on his own Son as an act of triune sel#essness 
in order to accomplish the gospel.  He is the perfectly 
ascetic Father, the One who did not spare his own Son 
but gave him up for us all.

It should be the lifelong pursuit of all earthly fathers 
to imitate God the Father. I hope to do that more faith-
fully in my home. I want to mediate fatherhood in a way 
that attracts my wife and children to the gospel—and 
to the great architect of the gospel, God the Father, the 
one from whom every family in heaven and on earth is 
named (Eph 3:14–15). 

ENDNOTES
 1Stanley Hauerwas, Hannah’s Child: A Theologian’s 

Memoir (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 231; 
emphasis mine.

 2"e context of fatherhood, it seems to me, is one of 
the most important places to seek to work out the doc-
trine of morti$cation. For a valuable resource in our 
fight against sin, see the classic by John Owen, The 
Mortification of Sin (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 
2004). 



Something great happened this past basketball season 
for one of my sons.

He sat the bench.
You may be thinking that such news sounds more 

like a cause for depression than celebration—and at the 
beginning of the season, my middle-
school son would have agreed with 
you. "e truth is, I do not want him 
to want to sit the bench. I want him 
to try with every ounce of his ability 
to earn a starting position. Yet I also 
want him to know how to be a leader 
even when he $nds himself sitting on 
the bench despite his best e!orts.

In most sports leagues prior to 
middle school, the focus had been 
teaching the fundamentals of the 
game and giving everyone an oppor-
tunity to play. This philosophy, cou-
pled with the fact that my son was 
consistently one of the better players 
on past teams, meant that he rarely 
spent much time on the bench. But 
in sports, as with other areas of life, 

greater age brings greater responsibility and account-
ability—and a strong dose of maturing reality. On ath-
letic teams this means, appropriately, a transition from 
playing time being given to playing time being earned. It 
also means recognizing that God has gi%ed some people 
with superior athletic abilities.

My son was excited when team tryouts were 
announced. He made the team, practices began, and the 
team moved toward the start of the season. We decided 
he would get up before school in the morning and run 
two miles on the treadmill to increase his stamina. Yet 
when the team began playing games, he rarely got o! the 
bench and I began to notice his demeanor. He seemed 
disinterested and chatty. He was only engaged and 
focused when he was in the game. On the #oor, he was 
loud and $ery. When he was on the bench, which was 
most of the time, he rarely le% his seat and his posture 
was relaxed and slouching.

I heard one parent say about their son in a similar 
situation, “Well, what do you expect when he is sitting 
the bench? You have to feel sorry for him working so 
hard and not getting to play.” 

I didn’t understand that mentality. I was pleased 
that my son was on the bench. It provided him with 



the opportunity to learn what his father expects when 
his son $nds himself on the bench. It’s actually the same 
thing I expect of him when he is a starter: that he be a 
leader who uses every ounce of his ability and e!ort to 
glorify Jesus. I did not feel one bit sorry for him work-
ing so hard and not getting to play. "e truth is, my son 
needed to be a role player on that team; and the truth 
is, most of us end up being role players in life, not stars 
or starters.

One day a%er a game I asked my son, “Why aren’t 
you being a leader on your team?” He glanced up at me 
with a perplexed expression that seemed to indicate 
wonder at whether I had seen him sitting the bench. 
From that point, my son and I developed a strategy for 
leading from the bench. We sought to answer some 
questions. How can you sit on the bench in a way that 
says, “I am as committed to the success of the team here 
as I would be if I were shooting free throws with the 
game on the line? How can you sit the bench and posi-
tively a!ect the other players on the bench and the play-
ers in the game? How can you sit the bench in a way that 
honors your coach?”

Developing our plan began with honest evaluation. 
I told him, “On this team you are not very talented and 
do not deserve to play very much right now. And that 
is okay; you can $gure out your role and do everything 
you can to help the team be the best it can be—which 
is what each player should do anyway.” I was pleased to 
see that my son responded well to this honest call to 
courage and self-sacri$ce. "e reminder that the team as 
a whole is more important than any one player and that 
my son should ful$ll his role for the good of the team 
even if it was not glamorous—those truths triumphed 
over the sel$sh individualism that had reared its ugly 
head early in the season. He was learning about far more 
than basketball at that point. My son was learning a les-
son about human pride, grace, temptation, and the wiles 
of the evil one ( James 4:6-7).

Below I’ve outlined the game plan that my son and 
I created. Perhaps you’ll have a son who will someday 
be sitting the bench—or perhaps he already is. If so, 
great! Seize the opportunity for the glory of Christ. If 
you prop up the notion that your son’s desires are more 
important than the good of the team, do not be sur-

prised when he someday concludes that his desires are 
more important than the good of his family, his church, 
and everything else too.

• Make sure your posture communicates that you are 
engaged. Sit on the edge of your seat.

• Be the loudest player on the bench cheering for 
your team.

• Leap from your seat every time your team scores or 
gets a turnover.

• Get out of your seat during timeouts; go out on the 
court and greet the players who are in the game.

• Talk only about the game to your teammates on 
the bench.

• Listen to everything your coach says when he 
speaks, looking him in the eye.

• Be the first one to volunteer if your coach needs 
something done.

• "ank the referees a%er every game.
• When you do get into the game, remember that 

you may not be the most talented player out there, 
but you can be the toughest player: dive for every 
loose ball, play tough, and never get out-hustled.

• Make the more talented players better by being 
tough on them in practice: challenge them and 
make them $ght for everything they get.

© 2009 by David Prince. All rights reserved by the 
author. Used by Permission



The Journal of Family Ministry is a semi-annual 
publication of the Gheens Center for Christian Family 
Ministry at The Southern Baptist Theological Semi-
nary. "e purpose of !e Journal of Family Ministry is to 
provide a forum for the discussion and development of 
biblically-driven and theologically-grounded practices 
of multigenerational family ministry in local churches.

1.1. All articles submitted for publication are expected 
to conform to the requirements set forth in this Style 
Guide. Please submit your manuscript in what you con-
sider to be the $nal form. Only one article may be sub-
mitted at a time.

Feature articles should be original, scholarly con-
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ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996) for 
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C Merriam, 1967). For $eld-speci$c stylistic formatting 
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1.6. Articles for the spring/summer installment of the 
Journal must be submitted by January 1. Articles for the 
fall/winter installment must be submitted by June 1. 
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2.2. Please submit an electronic copy of your article to 
the managing editor at djbrown@sbts.edu.
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indented quotations. Neither footnotes nor parentheti-
cal references are to be used. Please use endnotes for all 
citations. 
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5.2. A raised Arabic numeral (without punctuation or 
parentheses) should follow the
appropriate word in the text (and its punctuation, if 
any) to call attention to the note.
Insofar as is possible, endnotes should occur at the end 
of the sentence. "ere is to be no
space between the text and an endnote number.

5.3. In endnote citations, we do not include the words 
“Press,” “Books,” “Book House,” etc.
unless it is a university press or scholar’s press. Example: 
“Cambridge University Press,”
on the one hand, but “Crossway” or “Baker,” on the 
other.





!e Journal of Family Ministry: Equipping the Generations for Gospel-Centered Living is a peer-reviewed 
professional and academic journal. "e editors and the editorial board welcome letters, suggestions, and articles 
from readers. Article submissions should conform to the Journal of Biblical Literature stylistic guidelines. "e 
editorial philosophy will be consistent with !e Baptist Faith and Message (2000) and with Southern Seminary’s 
Abstract of Principles (1858).

Fall/Winter 2011
!eme: A "eology of Adoption

Spring/Summer 2012
!eme: Family Ministry and Motherhood

Fall/Winter 2012 
!eme: Family Relationships and Responsibilities in the Patristic Era

Spring/Summer 2013 
!eme: Intergenerational Relationships in the Community of Faith



!"# S$%!"#&' B()!*+!
T"#$,$-*.(, S#/*'(&0


