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Editorial:
In Praise of Inneficiency
TIMOTHY PAUL JONES

Timothy Paul 
Jones (Ph.D., 
The Southern 
Baptist 
Theological 
Seminary) 
is Associate 

Professor of Discipleship and 
Family Ministry at The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary 
where he coordinates family 
ministry programs and edits 
The Journal of Discipleship 
and Family Ministry. Previously, 
he served sixteen years as 
a pastor, youth minister, 
and children’s minister. A 
recipient of the Baker Book 
House Award for Theological 
Studies, the NAPCE Scholastic 
Recognition Award, and the 
2010 Retailers’ Choice Award 
for his book Christian History 
Made Easy, Timothy has 
authored or contributed to 
twenty books. Timothy lives 
in St. Matthews with his wife 
Rayann and daughters Hannah 
and Skylar. He enjoys hiking, 
playing games with his family, 
and drinking French-pressed 
co!ee. The Jones family is 
involved in children’s ministry 
at the east campus of Sojourn 
Community Church.
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I saw something beautiful the other 
day while walking down Breckenridge 
Lane. In a front yard not far from my 
home, a young mother was remov-
ing a layer of sodden leaves from a 
flower bed in preparation for spring 
planting—an ordinary activity in the 
middle of an ordinary day. 

What was extraordinary about this 
scene was what I saw beside this young 
woman. 

A tow-haired boy, perhaps three 
or four years old, was attempting to 
assist her. His rake was man-sized, his 
movements were far from efficient, 
and he was leaving more leaves than he 
removed. Yet, as I passed this mother 
and child, I heard no criticisms. 
Instead, I heard a constant stream of 
encouragement: “Daddy will be so 
proud of your hard work! Can you 
try to get those leaves over there? You 
know, honey, it might work better if 
you turned the rake over.”

If this woman’s sole goal for the 
afternoon was leaf removal, her best 
bet would have been to plop her pre-

schooler in front of a television to watch professionally-
produced children’s programs that pretend to equip 
children with skills for life while leaching away their 
capacity for meaningful relationships. If this mother 
had chosen this option, she could have pursued the goal 
of planting spring #owers far more e$ciently.

But this woman had a goal that was far bigger than 
any #ower-bed.

This woman understood that her deeper purpose 
on this day was not to improve a yard but to shape a 
soul. She was teaching her child the value of work and 
partnership and family structures, in addition to the 
quite crucial skill of knowing which side of a rake is sup-
posed to face the ground. She was an amateur, in the 
best and oldest sense of the word “amateur”: a person 
who engages in a particular activity because of love. She 
probably possessed no transcripted credential in the 
%elds of motherhood or leaf removal. But that was all 
for the best anyway because no credential could develop 
in a child what this mother was engraving in her son’s 
soul that a&ernoon.

So what does all of this have to do with family min-
istry?

Simply this: If you’re trying to train parents to 
embrace their role as primary disciple-makers in their 
children’s lives, you are likely to wonder at some point, 
“Wouldn’t it be more e$cient for hired professionals to 
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disciple children through church programs instead of 
expecting parents to participate in this process? No mat-
ter how many times I encourage and equip the moms 
and dads, some of them don’t even seem to be trying! 
Even the ones that try don’t always do a good job. Why 
constantly acknowledge the parents as primary disciple-
makers when so many of them do it so poorly? !is is 
so ine$cient!”

If that’s the way you feel, you’re partly correct. If 
your goal is organizational e$ciency, equipping parents 
may be an ine$cient use of your e"orts at times, and 
turning over children’s spiritual lives to professionals at 
church might make perfect sense. 

But efficiency is not the goal of gospel-motivated 
ministry. 

!e cruci%ed and risen Lord Jesus determines the 
shape and establishes the goal for his church, and it has 
been his Father’s good pleasure to constitute his church 
as a conglomeration of amateurs, not as a corporation 
managed by professionals (1 Cor 12:4–31). His Spirit 
does not give gi&s for the purpose of making the church 
e$cient; he arranges gi&s in the body according to his 
will in order to make us holy (1 Cor 12:11).

The role of God-called leaders in the church is to 
encourage and to equip their brothers and sisters (Eph 
4:11–13) to serve as ministers and missionaries first 
within their own households, and then far beyond their 
households (Acts 2:39). !ese processes are not likely to 
be quick or e$cient. Sometimes, it will feel as if profes-
sionalized programs would be an easier solution, but 
no church program can develop in a child what parents 
are able to engrave in their children’s souls day-by-day. 
And so, despite the apparent ine$ciency of expecting 
parents to disciple their own children, family-equipping 
ministers persist in their passion for training fathers and 
mothers as the primary disciple-makers in their chil-
dren’s lives.

In the early twentieth century, a journalist named 
G.K. Chesterton offered these comments about the 
British and American jury system:

!e trend of our epoch up to this time has been 
consistently towards specialism and profession-
alism. We tend to have trained soldiers because 
they %ght better, trained singers because they sing 

better, trained dancers because they dance better, 
specially
instructed laughers because they laugh better, 
and so on and so on. … [Yet] our civilization has 
decided, and very justly decided, that determin-
ing the guilt or innocence of men is a thing too 
important to be trusted to trained men. When 
it wishes for light upon that awful matter, it asks 
men who know no more law than I know, but 
who can feel the things that I felt in the jury box. 
When it wants a library catalogued, or the solar 
system discovered, or any trifle of that kind, it 
uses up specialists. But when it wishes anything 
done which is really serious, it collects twelve of 
the ordinary men standing round. !e same thing 
was done, if I remember right, by the Founder of 
Christianity.
A similar statement might be made regarding the 

training of children to respond to the gospel day-by-
day. !ough professionals may certainly partner with 
parents in this task, such a serious undertaking is too 
signi%cant to be relinquished to professionals, too pro-
found to be befuddled by a focus on e$ciency. !e for-
mation of a child’s faith is not a skill for specialists. It is a 
habit to be developed in the lives of amateurs, and these 
amateurs are known as “Dad” and “Mom.”

In my childhood, one of the most signi%cant habits 
that shaped my soul was a single, simple pattern that 
required no special skills. Each night, my mother came 
into my room, sat on the side of my bed, and listened to 
me pray. What was signi%cant about this wasn’t so much 
the prayer. It was the conversations--and the fact that I 
had to face my mother every evening, regardless of what 
I might have done during the day. 

At some point in early adolescence, I informed my 
mother that I could handle praying on my own from 
that point forward. I regretted my request even then, 
and I regret it even more now. In some inexplicable 
way, knowing that I would have to face my mother each 
night placed a limit on what I was willing to say and to 
do during the day. 

Today, this pattern from my childhood marks the 
end of each day in the lives of each of my own children. 
A few months ago, when my teenager suggested once 
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that she might not need me to pray with her each night, 
my response ran something like this: “You know, I think 
you are totally able to pray on your own, and I want you 
to pray on your own too. But, even though you don’t 
need my help to pray, I need the reminder every night 
that God gave you to me and that I’m responsible to 
guide you toward him. So, every night, I’ll still be here 
to pray with you, no matter what.” Since that moment, 
my daughter and I have had dozens of important night-
time conversations that I might otherwise have missed. 
Is it efficient or easy? No--but it’s a right and good 
response to God’s work in our family.

AN EXPANDED NAME AND VISION FOR 
THE JOURNAL
Up to this issue, “!e Journal of Family Ministry” has 
served as the title for this journal from the Gheens 
Center for Christian Family Ministry. Beginning with 
this issue, we are changing that name to “!e Journal of 
Discipleship and Family Ministry.” With that change, 
you will notice a few additional articles in each issue 
that focus not only on family ministry but also on the 
church’s discipleship and educational ministries. Noth-
ing will shift in your subscription or in the journal’s 
commitment to serve as the premier professional jour-
nal for church-based family ministry. All that’s expand-
ing is the journal’s vision.

The emphasis in this issue of Journal of Disciple-
ship and Family Ministry is on motherhood, with a 
particular focus on how Christian mothers minister 
through the ordinary patterns of life in their families. 
Jim Hamilton and Wayne Shealy provide a theological 
perspective on motherhood, while Bill Cook, Kevin 
Smith, and Mary Somerville take on the questions of an 
unbelieving spouse, a matriarchal church, and how to 
be instruments of God’s grace in the lives of unmarried 
mothers. Lilly Park considers how to counsel children 
when their father abandons their mother; Bill Cutrer 
looks at the pain of miscarriage; and, Ken Can%eld dis-
cusses parenthood in the pastor’s home. A broad range 
of contributors look at a variety of issues related to 
motherhood, and eminent Old Testament scholar Peter 
J. Gentry closes the issue with an outstanding article 

entitled “Raising Children, the Christian Way.” All in 
all, this issue is resource to which I am certain you will 
return again and again as you minister to families in 
your church!
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A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF 
MOTHERHOOD
Gazing out the window, Bellatrix 
despised what she saw—those smil-
ing saps with all the children. And at 
the center of the melee was Pruden-
tia. Dopey grin, doting husband on 
her arm, and the swarm of children 
crowding her home with children of 
their own. Bellatrix looked smugly 
from the window to the mirror. She 
had been the most sought a&er single 
in the village. Now approaching 70, 
she considered herself well preserved. 
Dodged the pain of childbirth and 
still thought highly of her figure. 
Having avoided the clutter of kids, 
her domicile was kempt and calm. 
Now a widow, the feast day found her 
untroubled, unharried by duties and 
noise. No one for whom she must play 
the slave, no one to clean up a&er, no 
one to trouble her calm: she was alone. 

NOT GOOD FOR MAN TO 
BE ALONE
What is a biblical theology of mother-

hood? A biblical theology of anything seeks to describe 
both the storyline and the network of assumptions 
and presuppositions and beliefs assumed by the bibli-
cal authors as they wrote. The only access we have to 
what the biblical authors thought or assumed is what 
they wrote. When we pursue biblical theology, what 
we are trying to get at is the worldview re#ected in the 
assumptions of the biblical authors, the worldview from 
which their statements spring, the worldview in which 
their statements make sense.1 If we are trying to estab-
lish a biblical theology of motherhood, we want to see 
how motherhood %ts in the plot of the Bible’s big story, 
how it interacts with other aspects of the story, and how 
these things shed light on the direct statements about 
motherhood in the songs of the Psalmists, the Prov-
erbs of the sages, and the instructions of the apostles. 
Story and statements inform one another, each expos-
iting, affirming, and explaining the other. This study 
will begin with motherhood in the Bible’s story before 
considering the Bible’s statements about motherhood. 

MOTHERHOOD IN THE BIBLE’S STORY
!e Bible’s story begins with a statement that the seed 
of the woman will crush the serpent’s head (Gen 3:15), 
and ends with a depiction of a dragon trying to devour 
a woman and her male child (Rev 12:1–17). !at child, 
the seed of the woman, is the Bible’s main character,2 

A Biblical Theology of 
Motherhood
JAMES. M. HAMILTON, JR .

James M. 
Hamilton, Jr. 
(Ph. D., The 
Southern 
Baptist 
Theological 
Seminary) 

serves as Associate 
Professor of Biblical 
Theology at Southern 
Seminary and as Preaching 
Pastor at Kenwood 
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in Salvation through 
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and his life depends on his mother giving birth to him. 
From this alone it can be seen that motherhood is vital 
to the main plot of the Bible, but it is not the main plot 
alone to which motherhood is vital. 

!e very %rst man and woman were told to be fruit-
ful and multiply (Gen 1:28). Fatherhood and mother-
hood, then, are fundamental human responsibilities. 
It’s the %rst thing God said to Adam and Eve a&er he 
blessed them. Adam and Eve must be fruitful and mul-
tiply to do the next thing God told them to do: “%ll the 
earth and subdue it and have dominion” (1:28). The 
two of them alone would not be able to %ll the earth, 
subdue it, and exercise dominion. Motherhood is vital 
to the mandate God gave to humanity to %ll, subdue, 
and rule the earth. 

God put the man in the garden to work and keep 
it (2:15), and he put the woman there to help the man 
(2:18, 20). Both bear the image and likeness of God 
(Gen 1:27), and they cannot accomplish their task apart 
from one another. Specifically, humanity cannot do 
what God commanded apart from motherhood. 

!e woman was not on the scene when the prohibi-
tion not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil was given (Gen 2:17), but the death threatened 
upon transgression of the prohibition would stop Adam 
and Eve from multiplying, %lling, and ruling over the 
earth. Death would also stop the man from working and 
keeping the garden, and the woman from helping him. 
Humanity must obey God’s command if they are to 
accomplish God’s purpose, if they are to %ll and subdue 
the earth. Disobedience will disable them: they cannot 
do what God has commanded apart from obedience to 
God’s one command that they not eat from the fruit of 
the tree of knowledge of good and evil. 

!ey did not obey. But for God’s mercy, death would 
have stopped motherhood before it ever started.

When the serpent tempted the woman, he contra-
dicted the idea that transgression would result in death 
(Gen 3:4; cf. 2:17). God set the boundaries, and God 
stated what would happen should the boundaries be 
transgressed. By denying the consequence of transgres-
sion, the serpent tried to write his own story within the 
one God was telling. For obvious reasons, the serpent’s 
project will fail. God is the one who has brought the 

story into being by his words, and the mere words of the 
serpent will not prevail against those God has spoken. 

God called the man and woman to himself a&er they 
transgressed. !e serpent he cursed (Gen 3:14–15), and 
he made the roles given to the man and woman more 
difficult (3:16–19). The woman’s part in being fruit-
ful and multiplying was made di$cult because of the 
added pain in childbearing, and her role of helping her 
husband was complicated by a new desire to control 
him (Gen 3:16).3 !e curse hit the woman precisely at 
the point of motherhood: God’s curse stands against 
motherhood physically and relationally. Physically she 
will experience pain in childbearing; relationally she no 
longer wants to submit but control. One aspect of the 
story of redemption is motherhood, where God’s mercy 
and blessing soar over his curse against sin so that in 
place of death he gives life. 

God threw the promise of life in the face of death 
even as he spoke the curse over the serpent. Only the ser-
pent heard the words “cursed are you” (Gen 3:14). He 
also heard that God would put enmity between himself 
and the woman, between his seed and hers. He, the ser-
pent, would bruise the heel of the seed of the woman, 
but that seed of the woman would bruise the serpent’s 
head (3:15). 

God went on to address the woman and then the 
man (3:16–19), but words of life had been launched 
against death: God stated in Genesis 2:17, “in the day 
you eat from it, dying you shall die.” Now the man and 
woman have eaten of that tree, and in the words spoken 
to the serpent the man and woman hear that they will 
not die physically that very day. Instead, in the curse on 
the serpent they hear that they will have seed. Not only 
will their lives continue, they will have children. !ey 
will multiply, and the seed of the woman4 will strike 
the head of the serpent, where mortal blows are landed, 
su"ering a strike to the heel, which does not typically 
lead to death. 

Having narrated God’s justice against the trans-
gressors, and his promise of mercy (that the man and 
woman will not die but instead have a seed who will do 
more damage to the serpent than the serpent does to 
him), Moses immediately narrates the man’s response, 
a response that shows the signi%cance of motherhood: 



8 8

“And the man named his wife ‘Eve,’ for she was the 
mother of all the living” (Gen 3:20). Adam responded 
in faith to the word of judgment God spoke over the ser-
pent.5 Adam believed that God had spoken justice to the 
serpent, and in that just word he heard a promise of life 
for himself, the soon to be named Eve, and their seed. 

If the woman does not become a mother, the serpent 
will not have his head crushed. God’s justice against the 
woman, pain in childbearing (Gen 3:16), makes tri-
umph di$cult but not impossible. Motherhood makes 
the world’s salvation possible. Indeed, the world’s salva-
tion will only come through motherhood. 

This side of the curses narrated in Genesis 3:14–
19, motherhood is a mercy. Promised to none, none 
deserve it; none have earned it. None can justly expect 
or demand to experience it. Death was deserved, and 
God upheld justice but also extended the mercy of 
motherhood.6 Motherhood is a sacred privilege granted 
by God’s good pleasure. 

!e account of Eve’s reaction to the births of Cain 
and Seth shows that she fully understood the signifi-
cance of motherhood, the signi%cance of the seed given 
to her. When Cain was born, “she said, ‘I have gotten a 
man with the help of Yahweh’” (Gen 4:1). By murdering 
Abel, Cain shows himself not to be seed of the woman 
but seed of the serpent (4:8). As a result he hears the 
same words, “cursed are you” (4:11), that his father the 
devil had heard (3:14; cf. John 8:44; 1 John 3:9–12). 
Eve’s words at the birth of Seth show that she under-
stands this: “And she called his name ‘Seth,’ for ‘God 
has appointed me another seed instead of Abel, for Cain 
killed him’” (4:25). Eve seems to be looking for the seed 
of the woman who will conquer the serpent. 

The promise of the seed provokes the concern to 
preserve the genealogical line of descent: the genealo-
gies testify to the hope for the promised seed of the 
woman, and Genesis 5 traces the line of descent from 
Adam to Noah through ten generations (Gen 5:1–32). 
Motherhood makes a genealogy possible. 

In the midst of the Genesis 5 genealogy, Lamech’s 
words at the birth of Noah indicate that these people 
are looking for the seed of the woman who will visit the 
blow to the serpent’s skull: “!is one will give us rest 
from our work and from the pain of our hands from 

the ground, which Yahweh, he cursed it” (Gen 5:29; 
cf. 3:17–19). Eve’s words at the births of Cain and Seth 
testify to hope for the promised skull crushing seed. 
Lamech’s words indicate that those who believe God’s 
promise about the seed of the woman also think his 
conquest will roll back the curse on the land, reopening 
the way to Eden, the presence of God, the blessed life.7 

Another motherhood-made-possible-genealogy in 
Genesis 11 tracks the ten generations that stretch from 
Noah’s son Shem to Abram (Gen 11:10–26). Shortly 
a&er that genealogy has gotten us to Abram, however, 
we read that he has a barren wife (11:30). Just as God’s 
word prevailed over death when he spoke judgment 
over the serpent in Genesis 3:15, God’s word prevailed 
over Sarai’s barrenness when God spoke the blessing of 
Abram in Genesis 12:1–3. 

The book of Genesis details how the blessing of 
Abraham was passed to his son Isaac (Gen 26:3–4), 
then from Isaac to Jacob (28:3–4), but for this to hap-
pen God had to grant the mercy of motherhood to bar-
ren Sarah and Rebekah (21:1; 25:21). !e barrenness 
of these women was not the only obstacle. !rough the 
sel%sh sister-%b, both Abraham and Isaac tried to give 
their wives away (12:10–20; 20:1–18; 26:6–11). Had 
they succeeded, the channel of blessing would have been 
forfeited. God’s promise of blessing, life, seed, stands 
against the physical inability of the women and the 
moral folly of their husbands. God blessed them, Abra-
ham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, with the mercy of 
motherhood in spite of their inability and sin. 

Remarkable births, births that require divine inter-
vention, litter the landscape of the Old Testament: 
Rachel had di$culty becoming a mother (Gen 30:1–2), 
and it was only when God heard her prayer and opened 
her womb that Joseph was born (30:22–24).8 !e birth 
of Perez and Zerah came from circumstances that were 
anything but auspicious (Gen 38). Samson’s mother 
was barren until the angel of the Lord appeared to her, 
announcing that she would give birth to a Nazirite from 
the womb ( Judg 13:2–5). The text of Ruth does not 
explicitly state that she was barren, but she was married 
to Mahlon for ten years and had no children (Ruth 1:4; 
4:10). When she married Boaz, Yahweh gave her con-
ception and she gave birth to the grandfather of David 
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(4:13, 17). Yahweh had closed Hannah’s womb (1 Sam 
1:5–6), but he heard her prayer, remembered her, and 
she gave birth to Samuel (1:11, 19–20). 

!is pattern of remarkable births, births that would 
not happen apart from the Lord, finds its fulfillment 
when Jesus the Messiah is born of Mary the virgin (Matt 
1:18–23; Luke 1:34–38). No man—and I don’t mean 
Odysseus!—fathered the Messiah. No man brought the 
Messiah into the world. No man ensured that the line of 
descent would be unbroken from Adam to Noah, from 
Shem to Abram, from Abram to Perez, from Perez to 
David through Obed, from David to the son of David, 
Jesus of Nazareth. God oversaw the preservation of the 
seed of the woman, and mothers gave birth to sons, 
keeping the hope alive, making the promise possible. 

Without motherhood the Bible’s plot goes nowhere, 
for its protagonist, the seed of the woman, would never 
have been born to triumph over the arch-antagonist, the 
great dragon, the ancient serpent who is the devil and 
Satan (Rev 12:9; cf. 12:1–5).9 

We have seen that motherhood is a mercy, and from 
the fact that the Messiah was born of a woman (Gal 
4:4), we see that motherhood is an honor. Only Mary 
gave birth to the Messiah himself, but every mother who 
bears a child experiences what she did. Every mother 
who bears a child brings life into the world through a 
near death experience. Every mother who bears a child 
partakes of the pangs of childbirth, and the eschato-
logical tribulations that will issue in the new heaven and 
new earth are likened to birth pangs by the prophets 
(e.g., Isa 26:17–19), Jesus ( John 16:21–22), and Paul 
(Rom 8:18–25). Just as the su"ering of a woman brings 
new life into the world, so the messianic woes will give 
birth to a new creation.10

We can also observe that motherhood is one of the 
ways that God has chosen the weak things of the world 
to shame the strong (1 Cor 1:27). God has ordained 
praise from the mouths of babes and infants because of 
his enemies, to silence them (Ps 8:2). A mother might 
not seem like a military asset, but the weak and helpless 
babies she brings forth are what God uses to establish 
his strength and silence his adversaries—not when they 
grow to be mighty warriors but when they voice their 
wordless cries, when their very lives testify that God 

makes life prevail over death, blessing triumph over 
curse, and the infant child of the woman portends doom 
to the ancient dragon. 

God answers Satan’s de%ance and disobedience with 
the obedient submission of a woman who does what 
God made her to do, helping her husband to multiply, 
%ll, and subdue the earth, and she does that by bearing 
children. By means of motherhood, God answers Satan’s 
boasts with the baby’s cry. God answers Satan’s pride 
with the humble child.

!e signi%cance of motherhood in the Bible’s story 
should in#uence our reading of a passage such as 1 Tim-
othy 2:15.11 Eve had children, the matriarchs of Israel 
had children, and Mary the virgin gave birth to Jesus the 
Messiah. What Paul says about women and childbirth 
in 1 Timothy 2:15, younger widows in 5:14, and older 
and younger women in Titus 2:3–5 means that the fact 
that the singular seed of the woman, Messiah Jesus, has 
come does not absolve women of the responsibility to 
go on having children. Rather, like Timothy’s grand-
mother Lois and mother Eunice (2 Tim 1:5), mothers 
should pass the faith on to the children they bear (cf. 
3:14–15). 

!e Bible’s story does not focus on motherhood, but 
motherhood makes the Bible’s story possible: that male 
child who escaped the dragon as his mother was giving 
birth to him in Revelation 12 returns to claim his bride 
in Revelation 19. !ere is a kind of anticipation of the 
marriage supper of the Lamb in the wedding scene in 
the Song of Songs, where we read,

 
Go out, O daughters of Zion, 
and look upon King Solomon, 
with the crown with which his mother 
crowned him,
on the day of his wedding, 
on the day of  the g ladness  of  his  heart  
(Song 3:11). 

THE BIBLE’S STATEMENTS ABOUT 
MOTHERHOOD
The Bible’s statements about motherhood are made 
within the context of the broader storyline the bibli-
cal authors assume. !is is a storyline that begins with 
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a man and woman naked without shame in a garden, 
shortly to %nd themselves banished from the presence of 
God, from uninhibited intimacy with one another, and 
from the fruitful land. No longer innocent, no longer 
naked,12 Adam and Eve were sent out of the garden into 
thorns and thistles, away from the blessing of God into 
the pain of childbirth. But as we have seen, they went 
out with a promise of life. 

!e Bible’s story provides the fund of imagery used 
in the Psalms to describe the good life. Psalm 128, for 
instance, speaks of the way that those who fear Yahweh 
and walk in his ways will experience the blessing of God 
that enables them to #ourish in spite of the curse. 

!is song of ascents opens with a blessing on all who 
fear Yahweh, all who walk in his ways (Ps 128:1). It is as 
though the Psalmist is re#ecting on the way that fearing 
Yahweh and walking in his ways brings a man blessing 
in spite of the curse on the land and the painful toil of 
Genesis 3:17–19. !e Psalmist also speaks in terms rem-
iniscent of the blessings of the Mosaic Covenant when 
he states that those who fear Yahweh will eat the fruit of 
their labor, be blessed, and have things go well for them 
(cf. Deut 28:1–14). 

From there the Psalmist seems to reflect on the 
way that those who know God have marriages that 
are blessed in spite of the relational and physical dif-
%culty promised in Genesis 3:16. !e blessed man who 
delights in the Torah of Yahweh will himself be like a 
tree in Psalm 1, while his wife will be a fruitful vine 
and his children olive shoots around his table in Psalm 
128:3. That reference to children as olive shoots may 
pick up the promise of life overcoming death from Gen-
esis 3:15—not necessarily a reference to the singular 
seed of the woman but to the collective seed (cf. Gen 
22:17–18).13 

!is experience—of life, fruitfulness, and the bless-
ings of God transcending the curses of God—is prom-
ised to those who fear Yahweh in Psalm 128:4, then 
prayed for in 128:5–6. !is brief Psalm functions as a 
snapshot of the good life: healthy labor with the world 
functioning as it was made to do, yielding fruit in sea-
son, fruit enjoyed by those who worked and kept the 
land, and a harmonious marriage with a #ourishing wife, 
who is yielding the fruit of the marital covenant, bearing 

children who are themselves promises of future fruitful-
ness. !ese are the blessings known by those who fear 
Yahweh enough to avoid transgressing his commands. 
Even in the cursed land east of Eden these blessings are 
available. Motherhood is a blessing enjoyed by those 
who know and fear Yahweh, those who experience his 
goodness. !e land yielding its fruit is a kind of resto-
ration to its created purpose, and the same holds for a 
wife functioning with her husband to be fruitful and 
multiply. 

!e Bible’s storyline and the assumptions of the bib-
lical authors also inform the statements on motherhood 
in the book of Proverbs. To read the Proverbs in isola-
tion from one another is to miss the way that a holistic 
statement of the two ways, the way to life and the way 
to death, is built up as one moves through the whole of 
the Proverbs of Solomon. The book is to be read as a 
whole in its %nal, canonical form.14 Doing so causes us 
to understand these statements in light of each other, 
and the individual pictures and proverbs complement 
each other, interpret one another, and result in a thick 
picture of how to avoid misery and enjoy the good life. 

We could almost say that the book of Proverbs is 
showing the path of life that leads one back into the 
garden of Eden, and this book teaches that there are no 
shortcuts into that land where people enjoy the blessing 
of God. !ere is a way to attain all the pleasures people 
seek as they do wicked things, but those who do wicked 
things will not enjoy the pleasures they seek in trans-
gression. 

Fathers and mothers are to obey Deuteronomy 6 
and teach their children (Prov 1:8).15 A good mother is 
almost like lady Wisdom, whose invitation is heard in 
the street (1:20; 8:1); she is the wise woman who builds 
her house (14:1). Madame folly, by contrast, is a seduc-
tress (7:10; 9:13), who tears down her house with her 
own hands (14:1). 

Wise children are a joy to their fathers; fools are grief 
to their mothers (Prov 10:1; 17:25). Fools despise their 
mothers (15:20); those who chase their mothers away 
cause shame and reproach (19:26): they are destructive 
(28:24), and darkness awaits them (20:20). !e path of 
wickedness is open before undisciplined children, the 
danger of having no reason to honor father and mother 
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(30:11). Ravens will peck out their eyes (30:17) as they 
perish under God’s curse. 

Parents who want to deliver their children from folly 
are charged to love them enough to discipline them with 
the rod (13:24; 19:18; 22:15; 23:13–14). Undisciplined 
children will shame their mothers (29:15). Disciplined 
children will delight their parents (29:17; cf. 22:23–25). 
Good kings have good mothers (31:1).

He who receives the gi& of a prudent wife receives 
favor from Yahweh (Prov 18:22; 19:14), but a quar-
reling woman is a continual dripping to her husband 
(19:13), better to live on a corner of the roof, or in a des-
ert, than with her (21:9, 19; 25:24). !e wind is easier to 
restrain than her tongue (27:15–16). 

A good wife is priceless (Prov 31:10). Her husband 
is not anxious about her, and her goodness helps him 
prosper (31:11). She brings him good not evil (31:12). 
She is hardworking (31:13), entrepreneurial (31:14), 
diligent (31:15), wise (31:16), capable (31:17), skilled 
(31:18–19), generous (31:20), and for all these reasons 
she can be confident (31:21). She tends her own bed 
and is properly adorned (31:22). Her husband su"ers no 
shame from her (31:23). She blesses others, too (31:24). 
She has dignity, strength, and joy though adversity lurks 
(31:25). She is wise and teaches (31:26), wasting no 
time (31:27). Excellent and praiseworthy is she, blessed 
of children, praised of husband, fearing Yahweh and 
reaping her reward (31:10, 28–31).

The Old Testament’s teaching informs what the 
authors of the New Testament say about wives and 
mothers. Peter urges believing wives who have unbeliev-
ing husbands not to be a continual dripping to them (1 
Pet 3:1) but to live out a beautiful character (3:2–4), 
following the example of godly Old Testament wives, 
chie#y Sarah (3:5–6). 

Paul’s teaching on marriage in 1 Corinthians 7 
entails children: husbands and wives who do not deprive 
one another (7:1–5) will become fathers and mothers. 
Men and women are equal before God, one in Christ 
by faith in him (Gal 3:28), but this does not nullify the 
roles God created men and women to exercise (Eph 
5:21–33; Col 3:18–19).16 Paul’s discussion of marriage 
is naturally followed by a discussion of children, and 
mothers are to join fathers in raising children in the fear 

and admonition of the Lord so their children will honor 
their parents and live the good life described in Psalms 
and Proverbs (Eph 6:1–4; Col 3:20–21). 

!e biblical authors everywhere assumes that mar-
riage, a comprehensive interpersonal union between one 
man and one woman that is to be exclusive, monoga-
mous, permanent, and produce children, is the proper 
context for motherhood.17 !e biblical authors are also 
aware that not everyone marries, and that not every-
one is able to have children. !e Bible commends those 
who look a&er orphans and widows, and with God our 
Father having adopted us (e.g., Rom 8:15), adoption is 
always a possibility for dearly loved children who would 
imitate him (Eph 5:1).18 !e Bible’s depictions of and 
instructions for widows (e.g., 1 Tim 5:3–16) and older 
women (Tit 2:3–6) are relevant here as well, as are the 
wider instructions for all who are part of the family of 
God. Single women may not be mothers of their own 
families, but they need not be alone. !e family of God 
provides them a set of relationships in which they can 
pursue the matriarchal role, and the urgency of the gos-
pel gives them something great for which to live (1 Cor 
7:8, 26). 

CONCLUSION
Across the street from the house Bellatrix inhabited, 
the little cyclones had gone to bed, the adults had #ung 
themselves into chairs, a still hush falling in the growing 
dark at end of day.19 !e adults sat in front of the %re, 
so& smiles, quiet exhaustion. 

“You know, dear, we could have avoided all this.” 
Prudentia smiled at the facetious joy behind her hus-

band’s words. Neither wanted to avoid any part of love. 
“When we found we were infertile,” he continued, “I 

wondered for a time whether any of this would be ours.” 
“If you had avoided all this,” said their eldest son, 

whom they had adopted %rst, “none of it would have 
been mine, either.”

“Nor mine.”
“Nor mine.”
“And I’m glad you didn’t stop at three,” added the 

youngest, throwing in a broad grin. 
Prudentia looked at her husband and quoted the 

first line of Proverbs 17:6, “Grandchildren are the 
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crown of the aged.”
 As she paused their daughter looked to her mother 

and father, adding the rest of the line, “and the glory of 
children is their fathers.”

Prudentia’s husband, warmed more by the words 
than the %re, looked into the eyes of his wife and quoted 
snatches of Proverbs 11:17 and 12:4, “A gracious 
woman gets honor … An excellent wife is the crown of 
her husband.” 

As if on cue, the children not of her womb but of her 
heart and life joined their father in their mother’s praise, 
“Her children rise up and call her blessed” (Prov 31:28). 
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A Christian mother carting her chil-
dren o" to church on Sunday morn-
ing while her husband sits at the 
table drinking co"ee and waiting for 
the ballgames to begin is an all too 
familiar scene in America today. !e 
children eventually question their 
mother as to why they have to go to 
church if dad doesn’t go. Some days 
she wonders what use there is in stress-
ing their need for Christ and to hear 
his word while she gets no support 
from her husband. She sits at church 
surrounded by families with husbands 
and wives holding hands as they sing 
to the Lord. !eir children seem eager 
to be there. She realizes that the most 
important part of her life is something 
that her husband tolerates but has no 
interest in talking to her about. She 
contemplates how long she can live 
this way, and if God wants her to go 
on living this way. Maybe for her own 
spiritual wellbeing and that of her 

children she would be better o" as a single mom. 
Thoughts like these roll around in the minds of 

many Christian women on Sunday morning. Sunday 
mornings in the Lord’s house can be the loneliest times 
in their lives. !ey feel alone, confused, and uncertain 
as to what God’s will is for them in their present cir-
cumstances. How can they possibly glorify God in their 
current situation? Does God have any word for them?. 
!e answer is yes; God does have a word for women in 
these circumstances, as well as a strategy for evangelizing 
their husbands.

Ministry to families is o&en di$cult at best. !is is 
especially true when only one spouse is a believer. Most 
sermons and teaching on the family do not address this 
very sensitive and di$cult issue. As a result of this fail-
ure to instruct people in this situation, Christians are 
o&en unclear as to what their responsibilities are to their 
unbelieving partner. While few passages in the Bible 
speak directly to this issue, two crucial passages provide 
su$cient insight and guidance. !is article will examine 
these passages and the implications that can be drawn 
from them. In addition, consideration will be given to 
the in#uence a Christian parent can have over their chil-
dren in a mixed marriage. 
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A STRATEGY FOR WINNING 
UNBELIEVING HUSBANDS TO CHRIST  
(1 PETER 3:1–6)
!e most extensive passage on this topic is 1 Peter 3:1–
6. Here Peter gives speci%c instructions for how a Chris-
tian wife can evangelize her unconverted husband. In 
the %rst century it was not uncommon when a husband 
converted to a religion for the entire family to follow. 
However, when the wife converted to a religion it was 
less likely that the husband would follow automatically. 
Peter o"ers wise counsel to these women. He provides 
for them a strategy for wordless evangelism. I do not 
mean by this that Peter would discourage Christian 
wives from speaking the gospel to their unconverted 
husbands. It is more likely that he is warning them 
against “badgering” them with the gospel. Peter encour-
ages Christian wives to in#uence their husbands by their 
godly behavior. 

Peter gives more detailed instructions to Christian 
wives (3:1–6) than to Christian husbands in this pas-
sage (3:7).1 !e reason for this is seen when the larger 
context is considered. In the larger context Peter is 
instructing those who are in a vulnerable position to 
live out their hope in God by submitting to those in 
authority over them. !is larger context goes back to 
1 Peter 2:11–12. There Peter speaks of his readers as 
“sojourners and exiles.” !e imagery suggests that the 
believer’s true home is not this world. In light of this 
reality Peter wants believers to live godly lives in order 
to highlight the gospel. He then gives several examples 
of how believers are to live in this “foreign land”: Citi-
zens are to live in submission to the governing authori-
ties (2:13–17), slaves are to be subject to their masters 
(2:14–25), and wives are to live in submission to their 
husbands (3:1–6). The goal is that they (governing 
authorities, masters, and unbelieving husbands) would 
see the believer’s good works and “glorify God on the 
day of visitation” (1 Peter 2:13).2

!is passage will be examined around four thoughts. 
First, Peter admonishes Christian wives to be submis-
sive to their “disobedient” husbands (3:1). The word 
“submission” is one of the most detested words in our 
culture. This is no more evident than when the topic 
comes up in the discussion of male and female roles 

in the family. (I am writing from a complementarian 
position.3) A Christian wife is to joyfully embrace the 
divinely ordained headship of her husband as the leader 
of their home, whether he is a Christian or not. !us the 
primary duty enjoined on the wife is submission. !e 
phrase translated “in the same way” (homoios) should 
not be interpreted to mean that a wife is to submit to 
her husband like a slave submits to his master.4 !e word 
is used here as a connective much like “and.”5 !is same 
construction is found in verse seven. 

!e command to submissiveness suggests no sense of 
inferiority—spiritual, moral, or intellectual; rather, it is 
subordination of function involving a wife’s role within 
the marriage and home. Submitting is certainly easier 
said than done when a woman is married to an incon-
siderate man. !is challenge necessitates that a woman 
be convinced her greatest motivation for submitting to 
her husband is the glory of God. A wife’s submission is 
a means of glorifying the God of her salvation. She does 
not submit to her husband for her husband’s sake, or 
even her own. Rather, she submits to him for the Lord’s 
sake (2:13). She submits to her husband for the sake of 
the one who bore her sins in his body on the tree so that 
she could die to sin and live to righteousness (2:24). 
True submission is to be willingly given and conducted 
in a way that is in keeping with God’s character. Her 
submission is to be motivated by faith, hope, and love 
in the Lord, not fear. Just as Jesus entrusted himself into 
the hands of the one who judges justly (2:23) she can 
do the same. This elevates the practice of submission 
from being a mere commandment to a glorious means 
of expressing one’s devotion to the Lord. The special 
purpose given for the command is expressed in the latter 
part of the verse (3:1b). 

The fact  that  the husband does  not obe y 
(apeithousin) the word implies an open and hostile 
response to the word. !e thought suggests more than a 
rejection of the gospel, but of a lifestyle that is in oppo-
sition to it.6 The implication is that the wife is living 
under difficult circumstances. Many Christian wives 
married to unconverted men think that they would be 
willing to live in submission to their husbands if they 
were at least good husbands. But Peter seems to be writ-
ing to those whose husbands live in direct rebellion to 
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God’s word. For these unbelieving husbands to continue 
in disbelief and rebellion will be fatal to their souls. 

For many Christian women this is descriptive of 
their husband. Many women (and men) faithfully 
attend Christian worship, bring their children to 
church, and seek to faithfully follow God, but their 
spouse discourages them. Peter’s words should be an 
encouragement to these Christians that God can use 
their godly conduct in the life of their unbelieving 
mate. !e term “behavior” (NASB) or “conduct” (ESV) 
(anastrophe) is one of Peter’s favorite. He uses it six 
times in this letter, while it is used only seven times in 
the rest of the New Testament. One %nal point should 
be made in regard to a wife’s submission to her husband. 
In most situations believers are to obey those whom 
God has placed over them (Rom 13:1–7; Eph 5:22–6:9; 
1 Pet 2:13–3:6). However, in certain situations God’s 
people must refuse to submit if that submission would 
bring them into direct disobedience to the clear teach-
ings of God’s word. !is has been clearly illustrated in 
the Bible when the apostles refused to be silenced by 
the religious authorities concerning speaking the gos-
pel (Acts 5:20). !e same was true of Daniel when he 
refused to quit praying even though Darius outlawed 
prayer (Dan 6:1–28). A woman is not required to sub-
mit to her husband if what he asks her to do violates the 
clear teaching of the Bible. 

Peter’s second point is that this “wordless” evange-
lism is observed by the unbelieving spouse (3:2). Chris-
tian wives are to live a life toward their husbands that 
is “pure and respectful.” As he observes (epopteusantes) 
his wife’s conduct and reflects upon it, he can be led 
to conclude that the gospel is true. The two qualities 
in particular that catch the husband’s eye are his wife’s 
“pure” and “respectful” behavior.7 !e portrait painted 
here of the submissive wife is one that shows deference 
and respect toward her husband for God’s glory while 
keeping her husband’s eternity in view. Again, this 
“wordless evangelism” should not be taken to mean that 
a wife never shares her faith with her husband. It does 
not mean that she never invites him to attend church 
with her. But it does realize that one’s godly character is 
a means by which God so&ens the heart of an unregen-
erate husband.

Peter’s third point is that Christian wives should not 
be consumed with their outward adornment but instead 
should focus on the cultivation of Christian character 
(3:3–4). Peter is not saying that she is to have no con-
cern for her appearance, but that the cultivation of inner 
beauty is more important than overemphasizing exter-
nal beauty. !e art of the %rst two centuries testify to 
the preoccupation with hairstyles, make-up, and jewelry 
in the ancient world. Peter, however, draws a sharp dis-
tinction between outward and inward beauty. !is verse 
has been read by some as a prohibition against make-up, 
jewelry, and similar kinds of outward ornamentation. 
These restrictions, however, miss the point. Instead, 
Peter’s words are intended to be a caution against a dis-
torted sense of values. The primary thought is that a 
Christian wife will not win her husband to Christ by a 
super%cial approach to life, but by the development of 
godly character. True beauty is that which is expressed in 
Christlike character (3:4a). 

!e “hidden person of the heart” refers to the center 
of one’s character. !is inner beauty, which is “imperish-
able,” consists of a “quiet and gentle” disposition that is 
“precious in God’s sight” (3:4b). !e word “spirit” refers 
to her disposition, much like what we mean when we 
say, “he has a ‘good’ spirit about him.” !e term “gentle” 
describes the wife as considerate and humble in her 
actions toward others, especially her husband. !e term 
“quiet” denotes a calmness and tranquility, a spirit not 
easily ru'ed. !is kind of life can only be truly lived 
when a woman has given herself fully to God. Conse-
quently, what is precious to God and attractive to an 
unbelieving husband is not a domineering personality, 
but a gentle and kind disposition.

Fourth, Peter appeals to the example of godly 
women of the past to reinforce his point (3:5–6). He 
highlights three thoughts about them (3:5). First, they 
were “holy;” that is, they were called by God and set 
apart for Him (cf. 1:14–15). They lived holy lives in 
the most di$cult of situations—not in isolation from 
various troubles, but in interaction with their unbe-
lieving spouse. Second, these women “hoped” in God. 
They lived their daily lives with the expectancy that 
God would accomplish what he had promised (1:3, 
21; 3:15). This hope enabled them to be submissive 
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to their husbands under trying and disappointing cir-
cumstances. !ird, they “adorned themselves” with the 
character trait of “submission.” With another reference 
to submission, Peter returns to the primary theme of his 
paragraph.

Sarah is highlighted as an example of this kind of 
submissive attitude (3:6a). !e reference that she called 
Abraham “lord” (kyrios) is likely an allusion to Genesis 
18:12. What is interesting in this passage is that Sarah 
is referring to Abraham in an off-handed comment, 
suggesting that even at this stage of their lives she still 
showed him deference and respect.8 !is is astounding 
considering the serious mistakes Abraham had made in 
their marriage. !e word translated “obey” carries the 
thought of listening to someone and then carrying out 
their instructions. In this passage “obey” refers to Sarah’s 
deference to Abraham. Christian wives who follow her 
example are her spiritual children. Two qualities further 
delineate those who are Sarah’s spiritual children. First, 
they “do what is right”; that is, they do what is right 
in the Lord’s eyes as they interact with their husbands. 
Second, they are not to be afraid (“without being fright-
ened by any fear”). !ey are not to be afraid of doing 
what God has called them to do in relationship to their 
husbands.

While Peter does not spend much time on the obli-
gation of the Christian husband to his believing wife, he 
does address the subject brie#y (3:7). Peter places two 
responsibilities on the husband followed by a statement 
designed to encourage his obedience. Husbands are to 
live with their wives in an “understanding way.” The 
thought is that the husband is to live with his wife in a 
way that takes into consideration her needs and desires. 
He should ever seek to learn more and more about his 
wife. The word “weaker” should be understood that 
the woman is weaker in a physical sense. Furthermore 
husbands are to grant their wives honor (3:7b). !is is 
likely one way that a husband lives with his wife in an 
understanding way. It is to treat one’s wife with respect. 
The reason for treating her in this way is that she is a 
“fellow heir” of the grace of life. She is a sister in Christ. 
Peter gives an incentive for a husband to care for his wife 
in this manner (3:7c). If they do not treat their wives in 
this way their prayers will be a"ected. For one’s prayers 

to be hindered is to have them “cut off ” from God. 
Peter could not have put it more directly. If a Christian 
husband does not treat his wife in a godly manner his 
prayers will go unanswered. 

While it is likely that Peter was writing mostly to 
married persons with Christian spouses, it was not true 
of all. Peter’s intention is to give wise council to those 
women in particular that lived with unbelieving hus-
bands. He sought to encourage them, give them hope, 
and a plan of “attack” in evangelizing their spouse. !us, 
while living out the gospel they were to demonstrate 
themselves as an “alien” people passing through and on 
the way to their eternal home. 

IS DIVORCE AN OPTION?  
(1 CORINTHIANS 7:12–16)
Many Christian women may have labored for years 
caring for a godless and ungrateful husband who takes 
advantage of their godly disposition. Some wonder if 
they may not be better o" single, especially if they have 
children that are adversely a"ected by a lost husband. 
Paul deals with this situation in 1 Corinthians 7:12–16.

In these verses Paul handles the issue of the permis-
sibility of divorce in the case where one partner is a 
believer and the other an unbeliever. It may be helpful 
to set this passage within its larger context in 1 Corin-
thians. !e preceding portion of this epistle has dealt 
with matters brought to Paul’s attention by “Chloe’s 
people” (1:10–6:20). Beginning in chapter 7 the discus-
sion takes a new direction. !e reference to “the matters 
you wrote about” suggests that Paul is responding to 
questions and issues addressed to him in a letter from 
Corinth (7:1). !e reoccurring phrase, “now concern-
ing” (peri de), is used by the apostle to introduce the var-
ious topics mentioned in their letter to him: marriage 
and divorce (7:1), fathers giving their virgin daughters 
in marriage (7:25), food o"ered to idols (8:1), spiritual 
gi&s (12:1), and the collection of the Jerusalem o"er-
ing (16:1). Paul is dealing systematically with a series of 
issues over which the Corinthians were struggling. 

Chapter 7 relates to a cluster of questions, having to 
do in some way with marriage. When we study this pas-
sage we must not separate it from the occasional nature 
of its context. Paul is not writing a general treatise on 
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marriage; he is dealing with speci%c issues related to the 
Corinthians. After setting forth some general princi-
ples related to marriage and celibacy (7:1–9) Paul gives 
advice to married people relating to divorce (7:10–16). 
We might summarize these verses in the form of three 
questions: first, “Is divorce permissible in a marriage 
in which both partners are believers (7:10–11)?9 Paul 
states that Jesus has spoken to this matter and that they 
should not divorce, but if they do, they are not permit-
ted to remarry unless they remarry one another. 

!e second question is more pertinent to our study: 
“Is divorce permissible in a marriage where one spouse is 
a believer and the other spouse an unbeliever” (7:12–16)? 
!is is a more complex issue than the previous question. 
It is possible that neither spouse were Christians when 
they married, or possibly one of them was a Christian and 
married an unbeliever. It seems more likely in the origi-
nal setting that neither spouse was a believer when they 
married. One speci%c example of this situation is Eunice, 
Timothy’s mother (2 Tim. 1:3–5; Acts 16). It seems that 
although she was Jewish she married a Gentile. We will 
look closer at her situation below. 

Paul deals with two di"erent scenarios here. In the 
%rst, he addresses the issue of a mixed marriage where 
the unbeliever wants to remain married (7:12–14) and 
in the second where the unbeliever insists on a divorce 
(7:15–16). The first of these two situations is more 
important for our present considerations: a believer 
married to an unbeliever who is willing to continue the 
marriage relationship. While Jesus did not speci%cally 
address this issue (unlike 7:10–11), Paul writes with the 
authority of an apostle writing under the inspiration 
of the Spirit (7:12). !e continuation of the marriage 
is greatly dependent on the attitude of the unbeliev-
ing spouse (7:13). Paul is clearly not dealing with the 
exception Jesus made for adultery (Mark 10:11–12). 
!e believing spouse might fear for the spiritual well-
being of their children and think that they should seek 
a divorce for the sake of their children or even for her 
own spiritual well-being. Paul, however, provides the 
rationale for preserving the marriage: there are deriva-
tive blessings for the non-Christian spouse and children 
that come from having even one member of the family 
that knows the Lord. Paul makes clear in verse 16 that 

“sanctified” and “holy” cannot mean “saved.” Rather 
they refer to the moral and spiritual impact of the life of 
the believer on the rest of the family, making those other 
members set apart in a very special place as God’s object 
of blessing. !ese comments should put the believing 
spouse/parent at ease in God’s care and give them great 
hope in what God can do through them in their family. 

Next, Paul addresses the case of a believer married 
to an unbeliever who refuses to continue the marriage 
relationship (7:15–17). Paul’s advice is to acquiesce in 
such a situation (7:15). Of course we should not assume 
that Paul is suggesting that one merely give up at the 
%rst mention of divorce; that seems to go against the 
tenor of the entire discussion. However, once the unbe-
liever is determined to proceed with a divorce and there 
seems to be no preventing it, the believer should %nally 
relent. Paul gives three reasons for this approach: (1) the 
believer is not bound in such a case (7:15b; cf. 7:39); 
(2) the believer has been called to peace (7:15c); (3) 
the possibility of the spouse’s conversion is uncertain 
(7:16).10

Many suppose that it is better to live happily 
divorced than unhappily in marriage. !is common way 
of thinking is fallacious on several levels. First, most who 
think they will be happier divorced soon discover that 
they are not happier. Second, even those who do experi-
ence some measure of happiness themselves do not take 
adequate account of the e"ects on their children or their 
ex-spouse. Finally, the premise of such an argument is 
self-centered and #ies directly in the face of the funda-
mentally sel#ess nature of Christian living.

THE INFLUENCE OF A GODLY MOTHER 
IN A MIXED MARRIAGE: EUNICE AND 
TIMOTHY
The final passage that we will consider gives hope to 
every Christian parent in a mixed marriage. Paul’s sec-
ond epistle to Timothy provides a speci%c example of 
a believer married to an unbeliever. In Acts 16, Timo-
thy’s mother is identi%ed as a believer and his father an 
unbeliever. Palestinian Judaism considered intermar-
riage between Jews and pagans to be a horrible sin.11 It 
appears that the Jewish community at Lystra was likely 
quite small and this might explain the intermarriage (cf. 
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Acts 14:8–10). In light of the fact that Lois, Eunice’s 
mother, appears to have been Jewish as well, it is not 
likely that Eunice was a convert to Judaism. In Judaism a 
child took the religion of its mother; therefore Timothy 
should have been circumcised and raised as a Jew.12 But 
in Greek society, the father’s religion was the religion 
of the children. So, while Timothy was uncircumcised, 
like his father, this did not keep his mother and grand-
mother from teaching him the Scriptures. 

Paul states in the opening lines of 2 Timothy the 
importance of a godly heritage for both he and Timothy. 
Paul recognizes the great in#uence one’s family can have 
on a child for good or ill. Second Timothy 1:5 speaks of 
the sincere faith of Timothy’s grandmother Lois and of 
his mother Eunice. Although Timothy was the child of 
a mixed marriage, God used the godly in#uence of his 
mother and grandmother and the truth they taught him 
to draw him to faith in Christ despite an unconverted 
father. !is example should bring great encouragement 
to parents in a mixed marriage who have serious con-
cerns for the spiritual well-being of their children. !e 
power of a godly life, fervent prayer, and instruction in 
the sacred writings (2 Tim. 3:15) are powerful instru-
ments in the Holy Spirit’s arsenal in bringing children 
(and adults!) to faith in Christ. 

!roughout history the in#uence of a godly mother 
has been demonstrated time and time again. Two out-
standing examples are Monica, the mother of Augus-
tine, and Susannah, the mother of John and Charles 
Wesley. Augustine’s father, Patricius, was a pagan, and 
his mother, Monica, was a Christian. Augustine wrote a 
great deal concerning the in#uence of his godly mother 
in his Confessions. Much the same is true of Susannah 
Wesley, whose husband Samuel was a terrible husband 
and father. While neither Monica nor Susannah mar-
ried men who loved the Lord, these women lived in sub-
mission to the Lordship of Christ and God used them 
to in#uence their children to faith in Christ. !ese are 
two of most famous examples of Christian wives and 
mothers married to inept husbands and fathers; there 
will be, however, an innumerable number of saints who 
will rise up on the last day and proclaim that they were 
blessed by a godly mother that loved them more than 
they loved themselves. !ey will a$rm from a human 

perspective that the life and prayers of their mother 
were instrumental in their coming to faith in Christ.

ENDNOTES
1 It must not be forgotten that Paul places much greater 

responsibility on Christian husbands than he does 
upon Christian wives in Ephesians 5:22–33.

2 !ere is debate as to whether “the day of visitation” is 
a reference to salvation, judgment, or the second com-
ing. 

3 I do not intend to argue here for this understand-
ing but direct the reader to the helpful discussions 
from a complementarian perspective: John Piper and 
Wayne Grudem, eds., Recovering Biblical Manhood 
and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1991); A. J. Kostenberger 
and T. R. Schreiner, and H. S. Baldwin, eds., Women 
in the Church: A Fresh Analysis of 1 Timothy 2:9–15 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995); and James Hurley, Man 
and Woman in Biblical Perspective (IVP, 1981). For a 
discussion of the issues from an egalitarian perspec-
tive see Gilbert Bilezikian, Beyond Sex Roles: A Guide 
for the Study of Female Roles in the Bible (Grand Rap-
ids: Baker, 1985); Ben Witherington, Women and 
the Genesis of Christianity (Cambridge University 
Press, 1990). For books that present the arguments 
and responses from the various positions see: Craig 
Blomberg and James Beck, eds., Two Views on Women 
in Ministry (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001) and B. 
Clouse and R. Clouse eds , Women in Ministry: Four 
Views (IVP, 1989).

4 It is helpful to note that Peter does not use the stron-
ger term kathos, meaning “even as” or “in the same 
way.”

5 J. R. Michaels, 1 Peter, Word Biblical Commentary 
(Nashville: !omas Nelson, 1988), 156.

6 Walter Baur, William F. Arndt, and F. Wilbur Gin-
grich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 
and Other Early Christian Literature, 2d ed., rev. F. 
Wilbur Gingrich and Frederick W. Danker (Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1973), 82.

7 !e word translated “respectful” is literally “in fear” 
(en phobo). I understand the behavior to be directed 
toward the husband and the thought to be that of 



2020

respect or deference. On the other hand, the other uses 
of fear in 1 Peter are in reference to God. If this is the 
case then the thought is that a Christian wife is to live 
a pure life in reverence toward God.

8 !omas R. Schreiner, 1 Peter, New American Com-
mentary (Nashville: B&H, 2003), 156.

9 !ere are four major suggestions among evangelicals 
on this di$cult subject: 1) those denying divorce or 
remarriage is ever permitted, 2) those who believe that 
at times divorce may be permitted but never remar-
riage, 3) those that hold that adultery and desertion 
are permissible grounds for divorce and permit remar-
riage in these cases, and 4) those that permit divorce 
for other reasons (believing the Bible does not address 
every case) like abuse, addictions, etc., and permit a 
broader approach to remarriage.

10It is possible to take verse 15b as supplying a further 
rationale for verses 12–14. !is understanding takes 
verse 15a as parenthetical and God would be calling 
people to the peace of preserving marriages. Verse 16 
would then be translated more hopefully than in the 
NIV, as in the NRSV, “Wife, for all you know you 
might save your husband. Husband, for all you know, 
you may save your wife.” !e problem with this inter-
pretation is that it makes the “nevertheless” in verse 17 
almost unintelligible. One has to take it as contrasting 
not with the immediately preceding verse 16 but with 
verse 15a. Far more straightforward and plausible is 
the approach taken above. For a more complete dis-
cussion of these verses see Sakae Kubo, “1 Corinthians 
VII.16: Optimistic or Pessimistic?” New Testament 
Studies 24 (1978): 539–44.

11Tobit 4:12; 1 Esdras 8:68–96; 9:7–9
12Mishnah Qiddushin 3:12. Some would argue that the 

Mishnaic evidence is too late (ca. A.D. 200) to main-
tain that the matrilineal law was in e"ect in Paul’s day.
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INTRODUCTION
In a recent book on ecclesiolog y, 
Exploring Ecclesiolog y: An Evan-
gelical and Ecumenical Introduction, 
Brad Harper and Paul Louis Metzger 
lament the fact that “people are into 
‘Jesus’ and ‘spirituality’ today, but 
not ‘religion’ and ‘Church.’”1 Their 
proposed solution to this problem 
is, in part, an emphasis on two meta-
phors for the Church: the Church as 
mother and the Church as bride. !ey 
argue that, though the contemporary 
Church o&en plays the harlot just as 
Israel did in Hosea’s day, she does not 
lose her status as mother and bride. As 
mother, she “birthed the Bible under 
the guidance of the Spirit” and all 
“those who are born again are born 
into the Church.”2 As bride, she con-
sists of “simultaneously spotted and 
spotless believers” who are making 
“preparations for the [eschatologi-
cal] wedding banquet.”3 For Harper 
and Metzger, to know the Church 
as mother and bride exposes the dis-
connect between those who say they 

love Jesus while eschewing the Church. To love Jesus 
is to love the Church, his bride and our mother. This 
article will also argue in favor of an evangelical engage-
ment with the maternal and nuptial metaphors for the 
Church, with one caveat: the two metaphors should be 
considered together and in the proper order.

FEMININE ECCLESIAL IMAGES:  
THE CONTEMPORARY SCENE
!e Church as bride of Christ and mother of Christians 
forms an important tradition of ecclesiological reflec-
tion, particularly among evangelical, Roman Catholic, 
and feminist theologians. Given that bridal imagery for 
the Church is scattered throughout the New Testament 
(e.g., 2 Cor 11:2; Eph 5:21-33; Rev 19:7; 21:2, 9; 22:17), 
the Church as bride of Christ is a recognized ecclesial 
metaphor in contemporary evangelicalism. As such, there 
has been some, though limited, reflection on the nup-
tial image of the Church among evangelicals, most o&en 
in contexts that treat it as one of many ecclesial meta-
phors.4 Many evangelical books on ecclesiology, however, 
are virtually silent on the Church’s nuptiality.5 !is lack 
of attention demonstrates that most evangelical theolo-
gians unconsciously agree with Paul Minear that “bride” 
belongs “in the category of minor ecclesial images.”6 

!eological re#ection on the maternal metaphor for 
the Church, on the other hand, is almost nonexistent 
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among evangelicals today. !is neglect is not new. Writ-
ing in 1943, Roman Catholic theologian Joseph Plumbe 
noted the indifference toward the Church’s mother-
hood in the Protestantism of his day: “[T]he notion 
of the maternity of the Church is wholly neglected in 
Protestant manuals of dogmatic theology.”7 !is indif-
ference has been a hallmark of evangelical ecclesiology 
since the time of the Reformation. While there is a gen-
eral consensus in the validity of the Church as mother,8 
both historically and biblically evangelicals have not 
produced serious theological re#ection on it9 and o&en 
cite the motherhood of the Church simply as a “tip of 
the hat” to John Calvin, whose “église mère” was at the 
center of his ecclesiology.10

Roman Catholic theology, on the other hand, has 
increasingly employed these metaphors of the Church 
since Vatican II in an attempt to wed Mariology to 
ecclesiology as well as to respond to the challenges of 
those who insist that women be included in the priest-
hood. For Roman Catholic theologians, Mary is seen 
as the Church’s matriarch and exemplar. As Henri de 
Lubac states, “Mary is the ideal %gure of the Church, 
the sacrament of it, and the mirror in which the whole 
Church is re#ected. Everywhere the Church %nds in her 
its type and model, its point of origin and perfection.”11

In addition to de Lubac, Pope John Paul II and Swiss 
theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar wrote extensively 
on the nuptial and maternal imagery of the Church in 
recent years, each of them invoking these metaphors in 
discussing practical questions of women’s ordination12 

and male-female relationships in the family and in the 
Church. John Paul II, in particular, taught that the 
Church has both an apostolic-Petrine dimension and a 
Marian dimension and, of the two, the Marian dimen-
sion is more fundamental and more closely related to 
the main purpose of the Church, which is sanctifica-
tion.13 In her striving for holiness the Church seeks to 
follow in the footsteps of her most eminent member, 
Mary, the virginal bride who is fruitful as mother of all 
the faithful.14 In contrast to evangelicals, Roman Catho-
lic theologians are more apt to treat these two feminine 
metaphors together and in contexts that extend beyond 
the traditional locus of ecclesiology.

A third use of these metaphors is made by feminist 

theologians. While not a monolithic group, feminists 
argue that, historically, feminine ecclesial metaphors 
have been used to support masculine language for God 
and inequality among men and women. In short, they 
argue that Scripture is a product of a male-dominated 
society that has projected its fallen social structure 
onto God and the Church, making deity masculine 
and the Church feminine. The gendered symbolism 
of the Bible, therefore, is problematic because it por-
trays God/men as initiators and the Church/women 
as responders. For example, Roman Catholic feminist 
theologian Susan Ross opines that the main problem 
with the nuptial metaphor is that “the relationship of 
bridegroom and bride is not an egalitarian relation-
ship. !is metaphor was used precisely because men 
and women were not equal.”15

Reformed feminist theologian Amy Plantiga Pauw 
argues similarly: “!e images of the Church as mother 
and bride are not without their problems in the con-
temporary setting, not the least of them being their 
tendency to reinforce normatively masculine images 
for God.”16 Neither theologian, however, rejects the 
use of feminine metaphors for the Church. Rather, 
“in revised form, both of them can still contribute”17 
to one’s ecclesiolog y so long as a “hermeneutics of 
suspicion”18 is used when handling the issue. Focus-
ing on the bridal metaphor, Ross argues that though 
this image has a long and complex history, “it is inter-
twined with the tradition’s sexism” and must be used 
carefully so as to avoid feminine or masculine stereo-
types.19 Pauw, on the other hand, believes that these 
feminine metaphors complement each other well 
and she is hopeful that they can bolster a “view of the 
Church in a context of religious pluralism.”20

In short, the contemporary use of mother and bride 
as ecclesial metaphors varies greatly depending on one’s 
theological camp. Roman Catholics increasingly utilize 
maternal and nuptial metaphors in their theological 
formulations, while feminists do so only reluctantly 
and with much nuance. In contrast, evangelicals tend to 
assume the bridal image of the Church, without giving 
it much serious theological re#ection, and neglect the 
maternal image, acknowledging its validity yet remain-
ing nearly silent as to its signi%cance.
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MOTHER AND BRIDE: TWO ECCLESIAL 
METAPHORS THAT BELONG TOGETHER
Evangelicals should engage the maternal and nuptial 
metaphors for the Church since they are introduced 
by the biblical authors, considering them together and 
in the proper order. Speci%cally, it will be argued that, 
when juxtaposed, the ecclesial images of mother and 
bride present the Church in both her spatio-temporal 
and eschatological realities, yet the relationship between 
these images is paradoxical. !e Church does not prog-
ress from bride to mother as one would expect given 
the pattern for women of marriage then motherhood; 
rather, she advances from earthly mother to heavenly 
bride. !is notion is supported historically and bibli-
cally in three ways. First, the image of the Church as 
mother of believers describes the Church on earth in 
that she gives birth to the children of God and pro-
vides nourishment in the form of word and sacrament. 
Second, the image of the Church as bride describes 
the Church eagerly awaiting her eschatological state 
as united to her bridegroom, Jesus Christ. !ough the 
Church’s eschatological dimension has been inaugu-
rated in her founding and is experienced proleptically in 
this age, it is not experienced fully until the age to come. 
!ird, the clear progression of these metaphors is from 
earthly mother to heavenly bride, and not vice versa. 
!at is, the Church as a laboring and nurturing mother 
is on her way to becoming the perfect and glorious bride 
who is gathered to her bridegroom without any “spot or 
wrinkle” (Eph 5:27).21

The Church as Mother of Believers
Evangelicals o&en dismiss the ecclesial image of mother 
because it is di$cult to cite explicit biblical texts in sup-
port of it. Yet, at least three passages support the validity 
of this metaphor. First, Paul states in Galatians 4:26, 
“But the Jerusalem above is free, and she is our mother.” 
Here, as Hans Dieter Betz asserts, in reaching the con-
clusion that the heavenly Jerusalem is our mother, Paul 
takes up, no doubt polemically, a famous dictum of Jew-
ish theology, ‘Jerusalem is our mother,’ and claims it for 
Christians and for the Church.22 !e Church, then, is 
identified as the mother of believers. God is at work 
through the Church to bring about the new birth of his 

children among both Jews and Gentiles.
Second, the fact that the recipients of John’s second 

letter are “the elect lady and her children” (verses 1, 4-5) 
suggests the motherhood of the Church. Most commen-
tators agree that John uses such terminology to identify 
a local Church and its members.23 If the Church is a 
“lady” (()*+,) who has children and those children are 
believers, then it naturally follows to recognize this as 
an example of the motherhood of the Church. In other 
words, John writes this letter to a local Church that he 
describes as a mother of believers.

Third, the episode of the woman and the dragon 
in Revelation 12 likely alludes to the maternity of the 
Church, or, more specifically, the maternity of the 
whole people of God, Israel and the Church.24 This 
woman gives birth to a male child, the promised Mes-
siah, whom the dragon seeks to destroy (verses 4-5). 
When his e"orts fail, the dragon makes “war on the rest 
of her o"spring, on those who keep the commandments 
of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus” (verse 17). 
Most commentators identify the woman’s “o"spring” as 
believers in Jesus throughout the ages since the found-
ing of the Church. One’s eschatology is signi%cant in 
how this text in interpreted; however, it is clear that the 
woman identi%ed here is both mother to the Messiah, as 
Israel, and mother to believers in Jesus, as the Church. 
!ese three examples provide Scriptural support for the 
Church being identi%ed and described as “mother.”

Historical Theology 
Despite this evidence, the Church’s maternity is, admit-
tedly, in nascent form throughout the New Testament 
writings. !e ecclesial image of mother, however, has 
a long and rich tradition in the Church25 and much 
can be learned from a critical evaluation of how this 
metaphor has been used in the past. !e image of the 
Church as mother has enjoyed prominence from the 
time of the early Church up through the Reformation. 
It has been one of the more familiar yet unique eccle-
sial images used throughout the history of Christian 
thought, despite appearing abruptly and inexplicably 
in the late second-century patristic literature.26 In fact, 
regarding this image, even “independent of Scripture 
citation … the full popular personi%cation was ‘in the 
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air’ well before the middle of the second century.”27 Yet 
once the image was introduced, patristic writers consis-
tently employed it as an expression characterizing the 
nature and function of the Church. In particular, the 
Church fathers, exempli%ed by Cyprian and Augustine, 
and the Reformers, particularly Martin Luther and John 
Calvin, emphasized this metaphor in their ecclesiolo-
gies, though they developed it in various ways.

As stated in Cyprian’s famous dictum: “If one is to 
have God for Father, he must %rst have the Church for 
mother,”28 patristic writers understood the Church’s 
motherhood as a natural extension of God’s paternity 
and an individual’s association with her as a requirement 
for salvation. In addition to Cyprian, Church fathers 
such as Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, and 
Origen regularly spoke of the Church as mother. For 
them, “mother” was more than just a beautiful meta-
phor demonstrating the importance and necessity of the 
Church—though it certainly was that. !is metaphor 
signi%ed “life as we are born from her womb … identity 
as we are offspring of the bride of Christ … nourish-
ment as from her hands we receive food and drink, the 
very body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ.”29 The 
popularity of this metaphor grew to such a degree that 
it extended beyond the bounds of theological treatises 
to Christian art, architecture, and poetry.30

This image was also prevalent in the writings of 
Augustine, who was fond of speaking of the two par-
ents of believers: Father God and Mother Church. “We 
all had our fathers and mothers on earth, of whom we 
were born to a life of toil and ultimately death; we have 
found other parents, God our Father and the Church 
our mother, of whom we may be born to eternal life.”31 
Augustine also expanded beyond the views of many of 
the earliest Church fathers as he stressed the virginity of 
this mother and her imitation of Mary: “She is a virgin, 
and she also brings forth children. She imitates Mary, 
who gave birth to the Lord. Did not the holy Mary 
bring forth her child and remain a virgin? So, too, the 
Church brings forth children and is a virgin.”32

!e maternal metaphor for the Church continued 
in force through the Middle Ages up to the sixteenth-
century Reformers. In 1518, Luther advised believers 
to confide their doubts to the Church, “like a child 

who entrusts himself to his mother’s breast.”33 In his 
Treatise on Good Works he states, “The second work 
of this command [honor thy father and mother] is to 
obey our spiritual mother, the holy Christian Church.”34 
Calvin expounds on the image of mother to an even 
greater degree than Luther. For him it is clear: outside 
the Church there is no hope for either forgiveness of 
sins or for salvation. “There is no other way to enter 
life unless this mother conceive us in her womb, give 
us birth, nourish us at her breast, and lastly, unless she 
keep us under her care and guidance until [we put] o" 
mortal #esh.”35 Calvin speaks here explicitly of the vis-
ible Church on earth, and he repeatedly uses the image 
of mother to impress this reality on the minds of his 
readers. For the early Church fathers, the image of 
mother was one of the most common ways to identify 
and describe the Church. !is changed a&er the Refor-
mation as Protestants and evangelicals began to use the 
term less frequently.

What Does This Metaphor Mean? 
While there is no uniform understanding of the Church 
as mother or what the metaphor signi%es, several com-
mon themes emerge. First, new birth and baptism are 
intrinsic to the Church’s maternal function. Cyprian, 
for example, believed that baptism apart from the one 
true Church was ine"ectual and took place in “spuri-
ous and unhallowed water,” while the baptismal water 
of Mother Church was, like her, “faithful and unpol-
luted.”36 The practice of baptism ritually enacts the 
miracle of new birth. In this ritual, the Church acts as 
spiritual mother from whom newly born children (sym-
bolically) emerge.37 Baptism, then, is a sort of “birthing” 
of new believers into the covenant community in that it 
serves as the entry point to the Church.

Also intrinsic to the Church’s motherhood is the 
nourishment she provides her children in the form of 
Scripture, doctrine, and the Lord’s Supper. !e Church 
does not just give birth to the children of God and 
allow them to stagnate in immaturity or die as new-
borns; rather, as mother, she sustains their lives, pro-
viding them nourishment in relation to the gospel. She 
feeds her children the gospel, with courses of preaching 
Scripture and teaching right doctrine, and celebrating 
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the Lord’s Supper. Similarly, as mother she is the reposi-
tory of the Christian faith and of the Holy Spirit. She 
is the repository of the Christian faith in that access to 
salvation comes about through the gospel that has been 
entrusted to her. She is the repository of the Holy Spirit 
who unceasingly labors to deliver her children to the 
life of the Spirit. As mother, the Church provides spiri-
tual nourishment and life for her children so that they 
might grow “to mature manhood, to the measure of the 
stature of the fullness of Christ” and not be “tossed to 
and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of 
doctrine” (Eph 4:13-14).

Conversely, the maternal image of the Church 
serves as a reminder that separation from the Church 
is separation from one’s life-giving mother, resulting in 
either malnourishment or death. Many symbolically 
emerge from her in baptism, are nurtured by her in the 
preaching of the word and the partaking of the Lord’s 
Supper, yet reject her in the end. This tragedy serves 
as a reminder that the image of the Church as mother 
is a picture of the visible Church on earth: she births 
and nurtures many who forsake her motherhood and 
ultimately deny the Christian faith. !ose who forsake 
her are not like newborn infants who long for her pure 
spiritual milk (1 Pet 2:2); rather, they lash out against 
her and deny her authority, which is akin to rebelling 
against one’s own mother.38

!e motherhood of the Church also calls attention 
to the paternity of God and the fraternity that believers 
have with one another. !e Church is not autonomous 
with respect to her origin and continued existence; 
indeed, she “is mother only insofar as she continually 
refers to the Father.”39 !e Christian, then, introduced 
into Mother Church through the initial rite of baptism 
(symbolizing the new birth that results in being made 
a child of God) can “continually turn to his Father 
who is in heaven.”40 Furthermore, the motherhood of 
the Church points to the fact that all those born of 
her share a common identity. Her children are equally 
loved by the Father and adopted into his family, having 
been qualified by him “to share in the inheritance of 
the saints” (Col 1:12). !e maternal ecclesial image is 
thus arguably “a way of countering elitist divisions in the 
community and promoting the sense of the Church as 

a birthing and nurturing institution.”41 In this way, the 
themes of divine paternity and the “sonship” of believers 
cross paths with the motherhood of the Church. Taken 
as a whole, in the triumvirate themes of divine pater-
nity, ecclesial maternity, and Christian fraternity, we 
encounter “the ful%lled form (%gure) of the natural rela-
tionships of father, mother, and child.”42 In other words, 
believers are in union with Christ, sons and daughters of 
God the Father, and brothers and sisters of one family, 
the Church.

!e image of the Church as mother is a picture of 
the visible Church on earth. She gives birth to children 
as symbolically represented by baptism. She nurtures 
her children through the ministry of the word and the 
Lord’s Supper. In her, we are reminded that God is our 
Father and that we are brothers and sisters with one 
another. A relationship with her is so necessary that 
to separate oneself from the Church is to be spiritually 
malnourished and, perhaps even, spiritually dead.

The Church as Bride of Christ
!e importance of the bridal image to ecclesiology has 
been of some debate. As stated earlier, Paul Minear in 
his well-known book, Images of the Church in the New 
Testament, is of the opinion that this image is a minor 
one.43 Richard of St. Victor, on the other hand, judged 
that “nuptial symbolism is without doubt that which 
best expresses the inmost nature and destiny of the 
Church.”44 Regardless of its importance in relation to 
other ecclesial metaphors, the appearance of nuptial 
imagery throughout the New Testament “demonstrates 
its currency in the early Church and the readiness with 
which it was appropriated.”45 Richard Batey cites the 
varied sources of New Testament nuptial imagery, 
most of them alluding to or explicitly referencing the 
Church.46 One thing is clear a&er a brief survey of these 
passages: the Church is the bride of Christ. Of course, 
the New Testament authors did not write in a vacuum. 
Nuptial imagery is rooted in the Old Testament, par-
ticularly in Hosea, where Israel is pictured as the spouse 
of Yahweh (Hos 2:2, 14-20; 12:12).

Historically, the image of bride has been a promi-
nent force in the development of ecclesiology. In the 
early Church, this image conveyed the purity of the 
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true Church (as opposed to the heretical one), the 
love and intimacy between Christ and the Church, 
and the Church as an eschatological reality. Awareness 
of the metaphor’s ecclesiological importance started 
with Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Clement of Alexandria. 
Unfortunately, the allegorical method of interpretation 
by Hippolytus and Origen spun this metaphor in an 
unhealthy direction where the focus became the Song 
of Songs instead of appropriate New Testament texts.47 
For the most part, this allegorical interpretation reigned 
through the Middle Ages up until the time of the Refor-
mation. !e Reformers themselves, however, were slow 
to expound on the nuptial image, with the exception 
of Martin Luther in his polemics against the Roman 
Catholic Church.48

What Does This Metaphor Mean? 
The most important aspect of the nuptial metaphor 
is that it brings to ecclesiology an eschatological per-
spective, placing the Church beyond the limits of time 
to assume the dimensions of eternity itself. !e meta-
phor of the bride of Christ describes the Church in her 
eschatological state and calls attention to the need for 
ecclesiology to think in eschatological and not simply 
spatio-temporal terms. !is image, therefore, becomes 
“a metaphor of hope for the future,”49 a bride await-
ing her future wedding. !is eschatological dimension 
would not be true if the Church were simply pictured 
as the “wife” or “spouse” of Christ. !at the Church is 
pictured as a bride awaiting her bridegroom highlights 
an important eschatological reality.
!e eschatological dimension of this metaphor is fur-
ther on display in the already/not yet tension currently 
true of the Church as she lives between the times. In one 
sense, the Church as bride is entirely holy and unfailing, 
sanctified and cleansed by the word (Eph 5:26).50 In 
another sense, the frailty and fallenness of this bride is 
continually manifested in her spiritual adultery, requir-
ing that her bridegroom, Jesus Christ, continually liber-
ate her from her whoring ways and purify her by his 
union. Though a saint, she remains a sinner and can-
not purify herself. !e image of the Church as the bride 
of Jesus Christ, therefore, is a picture of the invisible 
Church on earth awaiting her future home in heaven: 

only true believers—as opposed to all professing believ-
ers or Church members—will be united to the bride-
groom. On that day, the Church will make herself ready 
by clothing herself in %ne linen, which is “the righteous 
deeds of the saints” (Rev 19:7-8).
The nuptial metaphor also emphasizes the close con-
nection of Christ with the Church and the unity that 
believers have with one another. As Ernst Best has 
opined, the nuptial metaphor takes us “further into 
the relationship of Christ and the Church than any 
other” New Testament image.51 Indeed, this metaphor 
is predominately “a symbol of the lordship of Christ 
over the Church,”52 emphasizing “the necessary depen-
dence of the Church upon Christ.”53 As Lord, Christ has 
authority over the Church, and the Church, by nature 
of Christ’s lordship, is dependent on him. At the same 
time, the nuptial metaphor maintains a clear distinction 
between Christ and the Church. As such, it comple-
ments the Pauline metaphors of the Church as the Body 
of Christ and Christ as the Church’s head.

!is image also serves as a reminder that the Church 
is Christ’s betrothed and her purpose and ful%llment are 
reached through devotion to him who betrothed her. As 
Batey observes:

Christ exemplifies the masculine qualities of 
active love; he has initiated the betrothal and 
provided for the Church’s life; his elective love 
continues to protect the Church from meaning-
lessness and despair. !e Church as a Bride must 
respond with submission, loyalty, and dedica-
tion—looking to him for the power to under-
stand her origin, de%ne her purpose, and insure 
her future.54

According to Batey, the Church’s status as bride de%nes 
who she is and how she ought to live. As bride, she 
actively serves her bridegroom, not out of sheer duty but 
out of delight that she is his bride,55 a picture of the ten-
sion between free grace and the radical demands of the 
gospel. !e nuptiality of the Church, therefore, helps 
protect her from both laxness and legalism.

!e image of the Church as bride is a picture of the 
Church awaiting her eschatological state, which has 
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been inaugurated in her founding and is experienced 
proleptically in this age. !is state is not experienced 
fully until the age to come when the Church is fully 
united to Jesus Christ, her bridegroom, in the new heav-
ens and the new earth. !ough she is a spiritual whore, 
she is also pure because she has been washed clean “in 
the blood of the lamb” (Rev 7:14). This reality gives 
believers great hope. !e image of bride also reminds 
the Church that they are cherished by Christ and %nd 
their corporate identity in him.

The Church as Both Mother and Bride
These two feminine ecclesial images belong together. 
Juxtaposing these images creates a paradoxical yet com-
plementary relationship that is demonstrated in three 
ways. First, the maternal image describes the visible 
Church on earth, while the nuptial image describes the 
invisible Church awaiting her eschatological state. !is 
distinction between the visible and invisible Church 
is attributed to Augustine—whose ecclesiology at this 
point was shaped by the Donatist schism56—and more 
fully developed by Calvin in opposition to the Roman 
Catholic teaching that the Church is the one visible 
organization that has descended from the apostles in a 
continual line of succession.57

For Calvin, the Church is primarily a visible com-
munity of believers as signi%ed by the image of mother. 
In fact, it was in the context of his discussion of the 
Church as “the mother of the faithful through whom 
one has rebirth and salvation”58 that Calvin %rst used 
the expression “visible Church” in a positive sense.59 !e 
maternal image describes the visible Church;60 she is a 
“mixed assembly,” yet remains the exclusive site of God’s 
covenantal blessings in Christ.61 !e motherhood of the 
Church re#ects the “social and visible Church existing 
in the world,”62 whose function is to bear and nourish 
believers until the parousia.

Conversely, the nuptial metaphor describes the 
invisible Church (the Church as God sees it) united 
to her bridegroom, Jesus Christ. !e distinction here is 
primarily eschatological in that the invisible Church is 
the Church that will come into being at the end of time 
when God administers the final judgment and gath-
ers his bride to himself. In other words, the invisible 

Church, as described in the nuptial metaphor, consists 
only of the elect and is an object of hope in this earthly 
life, while the visible Church, as described in the mater-
nal metaphor, is the concrete form of the Church on 
earth.

This distinction, however, is not absolute because 
the visible Church is a necessary expression of the invis-
ible Church; thus, the relationship is not one of opposi-
tion, but one in which the visible is a sign and servant of 
the invisible.63 Christians are not to abandon the visible 
Church under the guise of being members of an invis-
ible body. Stated from the perspective of the maternal 
and nuptial metaphors for the Church, Christians are 
not to abandon their mother, while at the same time 
purporting to be united to the bridegroom.

Second, the image of the Church as mother is an 
expression of her spatio-temporal reality, while the 
nuptial image describes her eschatological glory. The 
maternal image is a description of the Church’s spatio-
temporal existence on earth where she seeks to ful%ll 
her mission until the parousia (Matt 28:18-20). The 
image portrays the Church as assembled in an historic 
reality (situated in space and time) to do the work of the 
ministry (Eph 4:12), namely, to live out the gospel in a 
particular time-and space-bound culture. 

Conversely, the metaphor of the Church as the bride 
of Christ emphasizes the eschatological nature of the 
Church.64 In 2 Corinthians 11:1-4, for example, Paul 
addresses the Corinthian community as a “pure virgin” 
whom he, as father of the bride, has betrothed exclu-
sively to one husband, Jesus Christ, in order to present 
her to him at the second coming. For Paul, the betrothal 
was a past fact brought about by faith in Jesus Christ 
that will not be constituted until the eschaton. The 
Church, therefore, is the eschatological community65 
that experiences in Christ the beginning of the new age, 
awaiting a future consummation, which “will not be the 
manifestation and glori%cation of a perfection already 
achieved in the Church, but radical cleansing and trans-
formation.”66

To conceptualize the Church as the bride of Christ 
and the mother of believers is to maintain a tension 
ubiquitous in the New Testament. The Church lives 
between the times, where she experiences through faith 
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the presence of her Lord in a spatio-temporal setting 
and yet longs for a future consummation.67 She finds 
pleasure and purpose, delight and design in both the 
realization and anticipation of her Lord.68 !e tension 
maintained by the nuptial and maternal metaphors does 
justice to both the here-and-now and eschatological 
realities of the Church.

!ird, these two feminine metaphors have di"erent 
foci: the image of the Church as mother focuses on the 
Church as a birthing and nurturing institution, while 
the nuptial image focuses on the Church’s relation-
ship to Jesus Christ. !e Church’s maternal functions 
of birthing believers and nurturing them in Scripture, 
doctrine, and at the Lord’s Table have a rich history in 
the life of the Church. Augustine illustrates the impor-
tance of these maternal functions when he urges young 
converts: “Behold the womb of Mother Church: see 
how she groans and is in travail to bring you forth 
and guide you on into the light of faith.”69 Likewise, 
Luther employs the maternal image when he compares 
the Church to the mother who births a baby and nur-
tures him to manhood: “!e Church namely teaches, 
cherishes us warmly, carries us in her womb and lap and 
arms, shapes us and makes us perfect according to the 
form of Christ until we grow to become perfect men.”70 
Similarly, Calvin views the Church as a birthing and 
nurturing institution: “!e Church, into whose bosom 
God is pleased to gather his sons, not only that they may 
be nourished by her help and ministry as long as they are 
infants and children, but also that they may be guided 
by her motherly care until they mature and at last reach 
the goal of faith.”71 Traditionally, therefore, the maternal 
image has been employed to denote the Church’s birth-
ing and nurturing functions.

Conversely, the metaphor of the Church as bride 
denotes the intimacy and permanence of the union of 
Christ and the Church. Claude Welch observes that 
this metaphor “may lead us to the heart of the mystery 
of the Church’s being” in that it “de%nes the nature of 
that present union by referring to a union which is to 
be.”72 Paradoxically, the bridegroom both loves the bride 
in spite of her sin and puri%es her by taking her sin on 
himself, which is why Augustine can opine: “When was 
she [the bride] loved? When she was still in all her ugli-

ness. He obliterated her ugliness and gave her beauty.”73 
It is by identifying himself with this ugliness of sin that 
Christ, who became “without form or majesty” (Isa 
53:2), brings about the transformation of the bride.

CONCLUSION
!ese two feminine metaphors o"er a complementary 
vision of the Church and, therefore, are best examined 
in light of one another. On the one hand, the maternal 
image describes the visible Church in her spatio-tem-
poral reality; on the other hand, the nuptial metaphor 
describes the invisible Church anticipating her escha-
tological state. !e motherhood of the Church depicts 
her as a birthing and nurturing institution, giving rise 
to many “sons of God” (Gal 3:26), while the nuptiality 
of the Church portrays her union with her bridegroom. 
When juxtaposed, these metaphors also protect against 
lacunae in developing one’s ecclesiology, the maternal 
image guarding against too strong an eschatological 
reading and proud triumphalism,74 and the nuptial 
image shielding against a neglect of eschatology and the 
contemporary preoccupation with the Church’s faults. 
!ese two ecclesial images have a lot to o"er the con-
temporary Church and evangelicals would be wise to 
engage them and do so together.
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Did God give fathers a special and 
specific command to be respon-
sible for the godly training of their 
children? That’s precisely what Paul 
declared in his letter to the Ephesian 
church: “Fathers, do not provoke your 
children to anger, but bring them up 
in the discipline and instruction of 
the Lord” (6:4). But where has the 
black church stood on this issue? 
And in what ways do the dynamics 
of the black church differ from the 
challenges faced by Christian broth-
ers and sisters with di"erent cultural 
backgrounds? These are the ques-
tions that form a vital background as 
we consider the interaction between 
churches and African-American 
fathers, mothers, and children in the 
Christian formation of present and 
future generations.

!e black church has functioned 
as a central organizing institution in 
the African-American experience.1 
As such, the history of the black 
church coincides with the general 
flow of the lives of former Africans 

in North America: slavery, Reconstruction, segrega-
tion, the Civil Rights Movement, and the post-Civil 
Rights era.2 Each of these periods in#uenced the Afri-
can-American family in ways that o&en undercut the 
in#uence of fathers and established de facto matriar-
chal structures. Necessary and well-intended family 
leadership from mothers, grandmothers, and aunts 
unintentionally created a legacy of “fatherlessness” in 
the African-American family and—by extension—in 
the black church.

THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN FAMILY FROM 
SLAVERY TO CIVIL RIGHTS
Former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice has 
referred to slavery as America’s national “birth defect.”3 
Her graphic description provides a beginning point for 
examining the long-term e"ects of the early Africans’ 
plight in North America and how their plight influ-
enced the trajectory of African-American families. !e 
slave was primarily an object in the system of chattel 
slavery; therefore, all other aspects of the slave’s life, 
including family structures, were secondary. In most 
cases, it would have been impossible for slaves to have 
practically or functionally prioritized family roles, par-
ticularly fatherhood.
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African-American Family Structures 
Prior to the American Civil War
Slaveholders held little or no regard for family relation-
ships among their slaves. Even before reaching America, 
many slaves had been terribly destabilized and “broken” 
in order to be resocialized into the slavery system.

!e human cargo which [the slave traders] col-
lected were the remnants of various tribes and 
clan organizations. The manner in which men 
and women were packed indiscriminately in 
slave ships during the Middle Passage tended 
to destroy social bonds and tribal distinctions. 
!e process of “breaking” the Negroes into the 
slaves system in the West Indies, where they o&en 
landed before shipment to the colonies and the 
United States, tended to e"ace the memories of 
their traditional culture. In the colonies and later 
in the southern United States, the slaves were 
widely scattered on comparatively small planta-
tions where there was little opportunity to reknit 
social bonds or regenerate the African culture.4 

Until the early nineteenth century, male slaves out-
numbered female slaves. In many cases, male slaves had 
sexual encounters with Native American women; these 
encounters resulted in children without functioning 
fathers, outcasts from the communities both of their 
fathers and of their mothers. Female slaves were sub-
jected to their masters’ sexual whims. In some cases, 
their biracial children received a measure of status 
from their slaveholding fathers; in other cases, the chil-
dren remained unrecognized and unwanted, except as 
living property.

In an economy where property was currency, mas-
ters o&en sold or traded slaves. In what certainly laid the 
foundation for matriarchal family structures, mother-
child relationships were protected in many of these 
transactions while husband-wife relationships held no 
dependable status. On some economically-stable plan-
tations, it was possible for slaves to develop family 
structures that mirrored the family of the plantation 
patriarch. Such situations seem to have been rare, how-
ever. Some manumitted slaves did develop reasonably 

stable family structures. The families of these “freed 
blacks” manifested a peculiar form of patriarchy that 
di"ered from the typical patterns that characterized the 
century leading up to the American Civil War.

African-American Family Structures 
during Reconstruction and Segregation
A&er the American Civil War, one might have expected 
the newly-freed slaves and families to have #ourished. 
In reality, there were still many challenges to be faced. If 
the slavery era of African-American history represented 
a time of general instability for families, the era a&er the 
Civil War brought about total destabilization. 

Slaveholders had bought and sold slaves without 
regard for marital status. Now, what could the previ-
ously-sold male do when he returned to his previous 
plantation to reclaim his wife, only to %nd that she had 
remarried? How could a man reunite his family when 
he had fathered children on di"erent plantations in dif-
ferent states? !ese were real-life questions that faced 
many former slaves in the aftermath of the American 
Civil War.

Matriarchal leadership was deeply entrenched by 
this point in African-American history. For example, 
many freedmen were afraid to o"er public support for 
Ulysses S. Grant in the 1868 presidential election. !eir 
wives, however, proudly wore their husband’s pins and 
pictures of Grant. If husbands refused to hand over 
these items, wives were known to defy their husbands, 
boldly marching into town to buy their own.5 For these 
women, emancipation provided confirmation of the 
spirit of self-su$ciency that they had learned in slavery.6 
!e mother was “the supreme authority in the house-
hold,” so much so that daughters were reluctant to leave 
their mother’s household to live with their husbands.7 

After decades in which slaveholders had ignored 
marital relationships among slaves, former slaves viewed 
marriage as a means of economic cooperation instead of 
a covenant rooted in God’s creation and a fundamen-
tal basis for societal structuring. Wives described their 
marital arrangements not in terms of a lasting covenant 
but as “working with a man.” Such perspectives did little 
to promote meaningful roles for husbands and fathers.

Until “the Great Migration” of African Americans 
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to northern cities in the opening decades of the twenti-
eth century, an overwhelming number of former slaves 
remained in the South. For these persons, tenant farm-
ing o&en replaced slavery. During the Great Migration, 
close to two million African Americans moved north. 
Nearly one-fourth of the migrants relocated in one of 
three cities—Chicago, Philadelphia, or New York City.8 

Unfortunately, northern cities lacked the famil-
ial folkways and community structures—such as the 
church and the lodge—that had marked the rural 
South. Rates of illegitimacy increased. Unwed urban 
mothers were not viewed as having the same innocence 
as their southern counterparts in previous generations. 
In this context, communities generally expressed stron-
ger disdain for illegitimacy, resulting in higher rates of 
desertion among fathers.

Patterns in African-American Marriage 
and Family Life: An African Heritage 
or a Creational Structure Distorted by 
Slavery?
It is important to point out that scholarship focusing on 
African-American history has held di"ering views on 
the family history that I have described here.9 !e two 
primary perspectives are associated with the work of E. 
Franklin Frazier and Melville J. Herskovits in the mid-
twentieth century.

Frazier’s main contention is that the Negro family 
contains no appreciable African in#uences and is 
a product of the condition of slavery and racial 
discrimination in the United States, … Herskov-
its views [African-American family structures] 
as rooted in West African cultures; Frazier views 
matriarchy as a sign of social disorganization, 
Herskovits views it as playing an essential role in 
the survival of the black community in America.10

Frazier’s thesis criticized high rates of illegitimacy 
and female headship in African-American families as 
well as patterns of male headship that included over-
involved mothers-in-law. In contrast, Herskovits’ the-
sis ascribed a certain nobility to the very patterns that 
Frazier considered to be maladies in African-Ameri-

can families—high rates of illegitimacy and a domi-
nant role for mothers with a resulting passive role for 
fathers. According to Herskovits, “the responsibilities of 
upbringing, discipline, and supervision are much more 
the province of the mother than of the father,”11 and 
these patterns are holdovers from a West African past. 
Where Frazier saw weakening and harmful patterns of 
family life, Herskovits saw a heritage from Africa. 

Because some see matriarchy and looser marital 
structures as remnants of Africa, the pursuit of bibli-
cal manhood and womanhood may be perceived by 
some as an attempt to rob African-American families 
of their cultural past. !is has been a particular chal-
lenge because the black church has institutionally borne 
a burden of cultural preservation and protection that 
has competed at times with Gospel priorities.

In this context, it is crucial that pastors proclaim bibli-
cal manhood and womanhood with charity, clarity, and 
conviction. Even if some patterns in African-American 
family life are relics from Africa—a claim that is far from 
certain!—biblical expectations for men and women are 
rooted in divine creation, not in cultural innovation or 
historical heritage. It was God, not culture, who designed 
marriage as an institution to unite one male with one 
female for life. It was God, not culture, who wisely des-
ignated particular roles for men and women. It was God, 
not culture, who commanded the man to “hold fast to his 
wife” and to “become one #esh” (Gen 2:24).

African-American Family Structures 
during the Civil Rights and Post-Civil 
Rights Era
After more than three centuries of slavery and state-
enforced segregation, African-Americans began to gain 
legal protections during the Civil Rights era. Unfortu-
nately, during this same era, African-American fami-
lies were the %rst to su"er from the “sexual revolution,” 
which was contiguous with pathologies that were 
already prevalent. As a result, when Assistant Secre-
tary of Labor Daniel Moynihan issued a report on the 
African-American family in 1965, the report did not 
paint a healthy picture: “!at the Negro American has 
survived at all is extraordinary—a lesser people might 
have simply died out, as indeed others have.”12 Despite 
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misconceptions to the contrary, he clearly noted that 
there were great discontinuities in family structures 
in the United States. White households di"ered from 
African-American households and, just as importantly, 
African-American middle-class families di"ered from 
those found in the African-American lower class.

Independent black churches emerged in an environ-
ment where matriarchy was already embedded, due to 
prevailing societal circumstances. Nothing in subse-
quent history has altered this fact. Over time, this matri-
archy became the accepted norm. At this same time, 
emerging theological trends were further undermining 
practices of biblical manhood and womanhood in black 
church families. Broader opportunities for theological 
training became available. In some cases, the agendas 
of radical feminism—as well as other perspectives that 
weakened biblical perspectives on marriage, family, and 
sexual ethics—increasingly in%ltrated black churches.

The Public Emasculation of the  
Black Church
The decade surrounding the turn of the twenty-first 
century was a decade of public emasculation for the 
black church. !e downfall began in 1997. Rev. Henry 
J. Lyons—president of the National Baptist Conven-
tion—was exposed as an adulterer and indicted on 
charges of fraud, extortion, money laundering, conspir-
acy, and tax evasion. 

As the most prominent male African-American 
church leader was plunging into disgrace, women were 
ascending to the top. In 2000, the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church—the oldest independent African-
American denomination—elected Rev. Vashti McKen-
zie as its %rst bishop. In 2000, Dr. Suzan Johnson Cook 
was elected the %rst woman president of the Hampton 
University Minister’s Conference, the largest interde-
nominational gathering of African-American clergy. 
Evangelist Joyce Rodgers has become one of the pre-
miere preachers of the Church of God in Christ.

MOVING TOWARDS FAMILY MINISTRY IN 
THE BLACK CHURCH
Despite the biblical command that fathers must teach 
and train their children in godliness (Ephesians 6:4) and 

in spite of male spiritual leadership in the household 
being a quali%cation for local church leadership (1 Tim 
3:4-5), the black church has been historically in#uenced 
by matriarchy in ways that have hampered its ability to 
produce a generation that has been trained in the fear 
of God.

So, should pastoral leaders in black churches simply 
give up? By no means! Historical challenges to the black 
family in America should in no way discourage the black 
church or its leadership from faithfully pursuing God’s 
design for the family and discipleship. The power of 
God beyond us and within us is greater than the power 
of history behind us. Our overarching metanarrative is 
not slavery and Jim Crow, segregation and Civil Rights. 
As believers in Jesus Christ, the metanarrative of our 
lives is creation and fall, reconciliation and consum-
mation. Long-standing maladies will, however, require 
healing and correction that only God can give.

Given the biblical truth that matriarchy—whether 
de facto or de jure—does not reflect God’s design for 
his church, it will be helpful for the pastoral leader to 
discover what roles are presently in place in the black 
church before seeking to implement biblical reforms. It 
is possible to identify at least %ve roles that women play 
in black churches. To illustrate each one, I have provided 
an illustrative parallel from the narrative of Scripture, as 
well as some suggestions for how a pastor might proceed 
in this situation.

A Responsible Woman in a Context of 
Passive and Irresponsible Men
“Deborah … was judging Israel at that time,” the book 
of Judges tells us (4:4). Israel was in a state of captivity, 
slavery, and calamity. !at background was the setting 
for Deborah’s leadership as a judge. Later in the narra-
tive, she asserted her leadership by urging Barak into 
battle against the Canaanites (4:7-9). Barak should have 
been the hero of the narrative, but Barak remained pas-
sive until Deborah agreed to go into battle with him. 
Because of Barak’s failure to lead, the honor of vic-
tory went not to the Israelite Barak but to a Canaanite 
woman named Jael.

Such de facto consequential matriarchs as Debo-
rah are very prominent in the black church. !e conse-
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quential matriarch might be a single mother, divorced 
or never married. She may be the responsible caregiver 
for her aging parents. Increasingly, she could be a grand-
mother raising the o"spring of her irresponsible adult 
children. Whatever the particulars of her situation may 
be, there is a single common element in her situation: 
She is taking a leadership role because the men have 
failed to do so. She is not, by nature, a usurper. If the 
men in her world would ful%ll their responsibilities, she 
would gladly step aside; however, she has seen too much 
male passivity, disobedience, and outright ungodliness. 
She could be bitter and angry, but she isn’t. In many 
cases, this woman a$rms biblical complementarity. !e 
main word to describe this woman is “responsible.”

This woman should not be attacked. She has not 
created the problem; she has merely responded to the 
problem. She is probably eager for men to “step up to 
the plate” and to embrace roles of biblical manhood. Her 
particular role has emerged over an extended period of 
time—and the matriarchy of the black church developed 
over three centuries! Such recognitions should steady the 
pastoral leader for patient and deliberate course correc-
tions. Congregational life must become a safe haven for 
the pursuit of a counter-cultural model of family over 
an extended time, not only through instruction but also 
through re-enculturation. Perhaps most important, male 
discipleship must become a pressing priority in the black 
church. Instead of focusing on Deborah, the black church 
must properly situate and disciple Barak.13

The One Who Usurps the Pastoral 
Leader’s Authority
King Ahab of Israel “took for his wife Jezebel” and 
followed her religion (1 Kgs 16:31). Thus begins the 
ancient narrative of an idolatrous queen and her spine-
less husband. The narrative presents a de jure matri-
focality—a setting where a male is present, but he is 
weak and his o$ce of leadership has been usurped by 
an in#uential female. In the examples of Deborah and 
Sapphira, the women are simply responding to their 
circumstances. !e sort of woman exempli%ed in Jezebel 
is actively shaping her circumstances and aggressively 
usurping biblical leadership.

Black churches must recognize that this pattern 

represents active opposition to God’s good order. If the 
true nature of this opposition remains disregarded, the 
church will lack the necessary boldness for confronta-
tion. !is woman must be confronted with truth and 
love for the sake of the biblical betterment of the church.

Some seem to believe that the black church belongs 
to the black community instead of Jesus Christ. As such, 
the pastoral leader must be willing to endure criticism 
and scorn from persons in the community who may not 
even be part of the church. Even in this circumstance, 
every choice must be made deliberately. A particular his-
tory with peculiar turns has led to this point. It is likely 
to take some time before Jezebel is thrown down from 
her balcony (2 Kgs 9:30-37).

The One Who Despises Manhood
“When Athaliah the mother of Ahaziah saw that her 
son was dead, she arose and destroyed all the royal fam-
ily of the house of Judah” (2 Chron. 22:10). When there 
was no possibility that Athaliah could uno$cially rule 
the kingdom through her own o"spring, she decided to 
kill all other contenders for the throne and to declare 
herself queen. 

In the context of the black church, this woman is not 
simply resistant toward biblical manhood. She despises 
male leadership in any form. She sees men as the prob-
lem. She may be reacting in frustration against the sins 
of male passivity or mistreatment of women. Her hatred 
of male terminology even extends to negative attitudes 
toward “Father” and “Son” in the Godhead, distort-
ing her understanding of God and the Gospel. For this 
woman, everything must be viewed in light of whether 
it promotes or hampers women’s issues in the church.
!e pastoral leader must be prepared for the potentially 
hostile nature of this engagement. If the male leader fails 
to honor biblical guidelines for sexual purity, he may 
find himself rightly hamstrung by an antagonist such 
as this one. Even leaders who are biblically qualified 
for their role may struggle to deal with women of the 
Athaliah variety. Godly females must support and share 
in this battle for biblical order—but the battle is spiri-
tual, and carnal implements must never constitute the 
leader’s weaponry (2 Cor 10:4). Otherwise, the leader 
will have simply stooped to the same level as Athaliah.
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The Servant of the Church
“I commend to you our sister Phoebe,” Paul wrote to the 
Romans, acclaiming a particularly faithful female ser-
vant that he would soon be sending to Rome. !e black 
church is %lled with many such faithful sisters who love 
the Lord and graciously and dutifully serve his church. 
African-American women have been described as the 
“backbone” of the black church. Unfortunately, such 
women may be the sole servants—and sometimes the 
primary leaders—in many churches.

!e servant has no ill intent; she is seeking to love 
her God with all her heart, soul, mind, and strength. 
!e problem is not her presence; it is, rather, her dis-
proportionate presence and influence. The lack of a 
balancing male presence has fostered an unfruitful envi-
ronment for her ministry. Males must be challenged 
to become faithful servants in local congregations. In 
the black church, this involves a re-coupling of church 
membership and discipleship—which assumes a prior 
re-coupling of commitment to Christ with commit-
ment to the body of Christ in its local expression. 

Such a shi& also will involve highlighting areas of 
faithful Christian service for men beyond the titled 
ministries of “pastor” or “deacon.” In too many congre-
gations, preachers and deacons are seen as the “men of 
God”—but every faithful God-honoring brother should 
be viewed as a man of God. !e problem is not the exis-
tence of women like Phoebe; the problem is the nonex-
istence of men like Stephen and Philip (Acts 6:5). !e 
solution is not calling men to become like Phoebe; the 
solution is calling men to serve in the ways that God has 
called them to serve, so that Phoebe is not serving alone.

The Woman Partnered with Her 
Husband
Partnered with their husbands, some women may pres-
ent particular problems, while others may present posi-
tive opportunities. In the book of Acts, Sapphira fits 
into the problematic category. Her husband sinned by 
taking from the o"ering that he had committed to the 
church. Not only did he sin but his wife also partici-
pated in his folly (Acts 5:1-11). Several chapters later, 
another picture of husband-wife partnership emerges: 
Priscilla and Aquila were a faithful team that supported 

missions and corrected inadequate teachings (Acts 
18:26; Rom 16:3-4; 1 Cor 16:19).

Many wives in the black church mirror their hus-
band’s spiritual maturity or lack thereof. Some, like 
Priscilla, may manifest characteristics in congregational 
life that re#ect how their husbands have edi%ed them. 
Many women in black churches stand on the legacy of 
an Aquila-like husband or father who loves his wife as 
Christ loves the church. 

Other wives, like Sapphira, may exhibit character-
istics that stem from fear, wounding, or manipulation 
that has been caused by their husband. !ese women 
may not trust the church’s leadership because of how 
sin has characterized their husbands’ lives. In order 
to e"ect godly transformation, pastoral leaders must 
acknowledge the oneness of marriage as they seek to 
disciple both husbands and wives. If a woman has an 
ungodly or spiritually immature husband, little Gospel 
bene%t will be gained by attempting to circumvent the 
husband in the discipleship process. Even if a woman 
is celebrated as a faithful model for others, little will 
be gained if her husband is not somehow called to 
account in that process. 

Such discipleship processes will also require the 
black church to present a radically counter-cultural 
model of marriage and family—a model that reflects 
biblical truth about gender and marital relationships. 
!e role of the husband must be elevated to the status 
of a wife’s primary human relationship. !is will neces-
sarily require the mind of Christ to replace physique, 
career, and hobbies as the central sources of identity for 
African-American Christian men.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?
If pastoral leaders desire to implement family-equipping 
ministries in black churches, they must carefully con-
sider the structures of resistance that they will face. Yes, 
it is di$cult “to perceive the e"ect that three centuries 
of exploitation have had on the fabric of Negro society 
itself.”14 And yet, constrained by Holy Scripture and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit, the pastoral leader can 
deliberately, patiently, and effectively call forth men 
and women in black churches to assume their divinely-
ordained roles to the glory of God.
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Sue pleaded with great emotion in her 
voice, “Mary, I don’t know what to do! 
Yesterday I ran into Christine, a friend 
of mine from high school. She led me 
to the Lord when we were working 
together at that time. Since then she’s 
stopped walking with the Lord, had a 
baby out of wedlock, and the father 
has custody. She can’t even see her 
baby and she has so many problems 
that she is seeing a psychiatrist and 
is on more than a dozen drugs. She’s 
totally incapacitated; she really needs 
help! Could you help her? Would you 
be willing to meet with her?”

Answering Sue’s plea for help 
involved more than merely saying yes 
to a one-hour counseling session with 
her friend. I didn’t know it then, but 
that day I was catapulted into what 
would become an eighteen year minis-
try working with young single mothers.

I knew God had answers for 
Christine. She agreed to meet with me 
and for the next two years Christine 
and I met together for weekly Bible 
study and biblical counsel. !ere were 

times before the Bible study that I would help her clean 
her squalid house. Frequently she was depressed. She 
dressed in old, out-of-style clothes that did not %t nor 
#atter her. She would readily admit that she was not at 
all lovable. Although my feelings were telling me not to 
help her, I knew what God wanted me to do. My love 
for her was coming from God himself.

I tried to understand what it would be like not to 
be able to see my own child for two years. My heart 
ached for Christine. As she got her life right with the 
Lord, I helped her %nd an attorney to help her obtain 
visitation rights. Christine was finally allowed to see 
her child for two hours a week as long as I was on hand 
to supervise the meetings. I rejoiced in watching her 
freed from her dependency upon prescription drugs 
and become a God-reliant person. She also got a job, 
and began what was to become a good relationship with 
her child and the child’s father. She o&en called me to let 
me know how things were going and to submit prayer 
requests. She learned how to deal with her problems 
biblically—many of which were the result of her earlier 
sinful lifestyle.

!ose two years of working with Christine required 
a tremendous commitment of time and emotional out-
put, involving all of my spiritual resources. But I knew it 
was important to God. It would be his way of reclaim-
ing a life that had been totally cast aside and lost. And 
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it was a great way for me to see the changes God can 
bring about in a person’s life. In Christine’s life, God 
demonstrated his su$ciency. He saw %t to change her 
life as I took the time to work with her. All the love and 
sacri%ce had paid o". She came back to the fold of the 
Good Shepherd. It was then that I knew my life had 
changed as well!

!e cries for help did not end with Christine. I was 
subsequently asked to teach a Bible study in a group 
home for pregnant teens and teen moms. I did this for a 
year and a half. By that time, some leaders of an organi-
zation called Young Life had seen the need for a minis-
try to unwed teen moms and I was asked to establish an 
approach to meeting this need. Since I was already dis-
cipling a teen mom from within our church, I expanded 
upon my existing approach to facilitate these kinds of 
discipleship relationships on a greater scale. I directed 
the “Young Lives” ministry for fourteen years, matching 
up pregnant or parenting teens with women from many 
local churches.

I do not purport to have even a fraction of the answers 
for the whole matter of teen pregnancy. It is a vast prob-
lem, involving a multitude of issues. I can merely attempt 
to present the need and pray that you and your church 
will take up the challenge to make a di"erence for God’s 
kingdom. This is an opportunity for ministry that the 
local church must not pass up. Biblical mandate directs us 
to minister to these girls; let’s see what we can do to help 
them. During the course of our ministry we developed a 
model that you might consider adopting. Look around 
you. Do you see the need? I invite you to examine this 
model according to the Scripture and consider its useful-
ness in your own ministry.

HOW BIG IS THE PROBLEM?
Each year, almost 750,000 U.S. women aged 15-19 
become pregnant, and %&y-nine percent of these preg-
nancies result in the birth of a child. Eighty-eight per-
cent of these teen mothers, according to the statistics 
for 2010, are unmarried. Although this statistic has 
declined 44% between 1991 and 20101 and we can 
praise God for this, the problem and need for a solu-
tion is still present. !ree quarters of a million teens in 
this country need assistance with their unplanned and 

stressful pregnancies! Twenty seven percent of all teen 
pregnancies end in abortion and 14 percent in miscar-
riages. Instead of ratios, let’s look at the actual numbers 
of babies involved—teen mothers had 200,420 abor-
tions in 2006.2 Over 200 thousand babies dead in one 
year! Since then over a million lives have been taken. 

If these precious women knew that help was avail-
able, perhaps more would choose life; and when they 
do, it is our opportunity to give them our counsel and 
support for the extreme di$culties they face. 

The problems run deep and the solutions com-
monly o"ered are super%cial at best. Most teen mothers 
struggle to %nish high school and are highly unlikely to 
have job skills. Our government has developed Tempo-
rary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) which is a 
form of welfare to help teen mothers. As the Church, 
however, we do not look to the government to solve our 
social problems. 

Large percentages of juvenile and adult offenders 
were raised in homes headed by a teenage mother and 
an absent father. Teenage mothers, who o&en live in a 
poverty-level household, contribute to the crime rate 
by having babies they are incapable of raising respon-
sibly. This cycle of hardship and poverty is perpetu-
ated because a large percentage of the daughters of teen 
moms end up becoming teen moms themselves. The 
world has tried so many di"erent solutions to remedy 
this situation: sex education, free condoms, abortions 
under the label of “family planning,” and !e National 
Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy—an organization 
with an online network that sponsors a National Day 
to Prevent Teen Pregnancy and many other initiatives.

!is is not just their problem; it is ours as well. At 
one level, we reap the consequences in high crime rates 
and welfare costs. But most importantly, these teen 
mothers are our fellow human beings. Many of these 
women are su"ering and perishing without the knowl-
edge and hope of Jesus Christ—the only true solution. 
Who will o"er Christ to these people? 

WHAT IS THE PROPER RESPONSE?
How is the Church to respond to this dilemma? The 
Church must make God’s view of sex attractive to teens 
and talk frankly with them about it. Perhaps you, as a 
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godly woman, could be called upon to counsel girls in 
your church regarding abstinence. Young people need 
to be challenged to make a commitment to postpone 
sexual activity until marriage on the basis of the vital 
relationship they have with Jesus Christ. The gospel 
must be at the heart of our message. They need to be 
encouraged toward a future built on a biblical lifestyle 
of one man for one woman for life, as God planned it.

But what about the young men and women inside 
and outside the Church who get caught up in the sin of 
fornication? We cannot ignore them. What should we 
do with them? Reproach them? Shun them? Condone 
their lifestyle by doing nothing? Or is there a better 
course of action?

Since Christ is the head of the Church, our first 
question should be, “What would Christ have us do?” 
Notice that when He saved us, He left us on earth to 
function as members of his body. He didn’t call us 
home right away so that we could live pure, sinless lives 
with Him in heaven. Rather, when Jesus ascended into 
heaven, He gave us this mandate:

Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am 
with you always, even to the end of the age. (Matt 
28:19-20)

If we were in heaven, we would not be able to show 
Christ’s love and grace to a lost and dying world. !e 
reason that we have been le& on this earth is to carry 
out Christ’s Great Commission. Following the exam-
ple of our Head—Jesus Christ—we must be willing to 
pursue those whom some in our culture and churches 
would tell us to shun—single teen moms. We must 
remember that the grace of Christ extended to us 
excludes boasting and a pharisaical attitude of self-
righteousness. Our worst times are not beyond the 
reach of God’s grace. In our best times we are never so 
good that we do not need God’s grace. !e grace of the 
gospel must reach out to young women in their sin, but 
not leave them there.

Jesus’ Example
Let’s take a closer look at Jesus so we can emulate our 
leader:

When the scribes of the Pharisees saw that He 
was eating with the sinners and tax-gatherers, 
they began saying to His disciples, “Why is He 
eating and drinking with tax-gatherers and sin-
ners?” And hearing this, Jesus said to them, “It is 
not those who are healthy who need a physician, 
but those who are sick; I did not come to call the 
righteous, but sinners.” (Mark 2:16-17)We must 
guard against self-righteousness and remember 
from what we were redeemed. God, in his divine 
love, took the initiative. He did not redeem us 
because of any good in us. He sent his Son to die 
for us while we were his enemies (Rom 5:8); He 
saved us by his grace (Eph 2:8-9). We did not 
merit salvation in any way. We were dead in our 
trespasses and sins (Rom 3:23). Only God could 
enliven us by his Holy Spirit (Eph 2:1). We are 
all on the same level because we have all sinned 
and are capable of sinning in every way. We must 
humbly say, “I am just one hungry beggar telling 
another beggar where to get bread.”

In his own words, Jesus gave us a vivid illustration 
portraying his priorities. He told the story of a shepherd 
who had lost one of his many sheep. He le& the other 
99 safe in the fold and went a&er the lost one. When 
the sheep was found, the shepherd rejoiced over it more 
than over the 99 that had not gone astray (Matt 18:10-
14).

Jesus did not just talk about having compassion for 
sinners. He lived it. He seized every opportunity. He 
broke the cultural taboos of his time when he spoke 
to a Samaritan woman at a well. He wasn’t put o" by 
the fact that she had been married five times and the 
man that she was presently living with was not her hus-
band. He knew she was thirsty and he o"ered her liv-
ing water—eternal life. Jesus chose to minister to her 
even though He knew all about her sin. What’s more, 
he chose a woman who was on the lowest rung of the 
social ladder to be his messenger. She put her faith in 
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the Messiah, the Savior of the world, and was so excited 
that she told the whole village. Many listened and were 
saved. Jesus taught his disciples as they returned with 
food, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me, and 
to accomplish his work. Do you not say, ‘!ere are yet 
four months, and then comes the harvest?’ Behold, I say 
to you, li& up your eyes, and look on the %elds, that they 
are white for harvest” ( John 4:34-35).

Are we looking to the %elds?
We see many similar instances of Jesus’ compas-

sion for stigmatized women throughout the gospels. 
Mary Magdalene, a woman with seven demons, was 
one of them. The religious leaders of her day avoided 
her. But she was important to Jesus. he set her free 
from Satan’s hold on her life, and she joyfully fol-
lowed Him to the end.

Jesus’ feet were washed and perfumed by a woman 
who was a known sinner. He accepted her ministry to 
Him. his self-righteous friend wanted to stop her to 
protect Jesus’ dignity, but he turned the tables and rep-
rimanded his friend for not performing even a part of 
what this woman had done for Him. He then assured 
the outcast woman that her sins, which were indeed 
many, had been forgiven. He %nished by noting that she 
loved much because she had been forgiven much, and 
that “he who is forgiven little, loves little” (Luke 7:47).

God took the initiative in providing the means of 
our salvation right where we were, just when we needed 
it. Jesus gave us numerous examples of seeking out the 
lost. Now we must take the initiative in reaching out 
to needy teen moms and their babies. Let’s not wait for 
them to clean up their act; they can’t do it on their own. 
Neither can the rest of us. We must remember that we 
are saved by God’s mercy and grace. !e whole Chris-
tian life is lived by grace. When we confess our sins, he 
forgives us, and we can rest in his cleansing power. So 
why can’t we who have been forgiven o"er mercy and 
grace to young women who need his love as much as 
we do?

A Substantial Grace 
O"ering grace does not mean excusing sin like the world 
does. Because our society can o"er no real hope, it has 
resorted to offering consolation by lowering its stan-

dards. Our culture says that sex outside of marriage is 
to be expected and therefore we should just provide 
birth control. It says that having sex and children before 
marriage is acceptable. It says that a child doesn’t need 
a father to help raise him. Rather, society says it’s suf-
%cient to provide government welfare. !e humanists 
who make policy for our government consider man to 
be the highest order of animal. !ey reason that because 
animals are compelled to follow their natural urges, we 
shouldn’t expect teens to suppress their urges. Rather, 
we should facilitate them so that they won’t be hurt in 
the process.

But does grace simply dismiss sinful behavior? 
No! On the contrary, grace o"ers the forgiveness and 
assistance that is needed in order to answer the call to 
uncompromising holiness. We aren’t called to accept 
the norms of the world (Rom 12:1-2). We are to lift 
up a righteous lifestyle as the standard for a follower of 
Jesus Christ.

Holiness is not an option. Remember, we are called 
to be holy because God is holy (1 Pet 1:15-16). We 
know what holiness looks like in the #esh because Jesus 
Christ was our perfect example. It is impossible to be 
holy on our own or through the law. Holiness is pos-
sible only as we yield to the Holy Spirit and he does his 
sanctifying work in us through the lifelong pursuit of 
obedience to God’s Word.

So, how are we, as concerned women in the local 
church, to respond to the overwhelming problem of 
teen pregnancy? We don’t want to shun nor reproach 
these young women, but neither do we want to con-
done their sin. We must share the gospel with them and 
restore them in love because God in Christ %rst loved us 
(see 1 John 4:19).

PUTTING OUR RESPONSE INTO ACTION
How can we put our desire to minister to teen moms 
into practice? That’s the question we’ll answer as we 
go through the principles that comprise the rest of this 
article. As you read on, keep in mind that we must start 
with the restoration of those in our own body before 
we have a loving church home into which to bring teen 
mothers from outside.
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First Establish Guidelines 
What should a church do when a daughter of a fam-
ily in the church becomes pregnant? Many people do 
not know how to react. O&en they are at a loss to know 
whether to congratulate the prospective grandparents 
or avoid a touchy subject. !ey don’t know whether to 
speak to the pregnant teen with enthusiasm about her 
coming child or ignore the matter. They don’t know 
whether to express joy or grief. !ey think that if they 
express joy, then they are condoning sin. But if they keep 
quiet and say nothing then they feel that they have let 
the family down.

When the expectant mother’s situation becomes 
physically obvious, it o&en becomes a juicy morsel of 
gossip. People will take the liberty to express their con-
cern or opinions to one another without any intention 
of becoming a part of the solution. Many times young 
women drop out of church as their bodies change shape 
so that they can avoid the stigma and guilt. !ey don’t 
want to be the focus of gossip and scorn. !us gossip 
destroys a church’s ability to minister.

We must avoid the confusion and helplessness that 
lead to destructive, condemning talk. We can do this by 
establishing a policy that includes guidelines for lov-
ing involvement. But because “everybody’s business is 
nobody’s business,” the church must appoint individu-
als to carry out these ministry goals. Unless someone is 
assigned to pursue the restoration process, the pregnant 
teen could slip through the cracks.

In addition, the elders or leaders of the local church 
should discuss its position on the whole issue of unwed 
pregnancy. !ey should dra& a mission statement based 
on Scripture. !ese guidelines should be communicated 
to the church body. Then each case can be handled 
according to the guidelines, without partiality.

The Importance of a Mission Statement 
Here is an example of a mission statement for minister-
ing to single teen moms:

Our church, in the manner of Jesus Christ, extends 
grace to those who have become pregnant out of wed-
lock. We do not condone the sin, but we o"er the grace 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. We will seek to minister to 
each one through the following means:

1. Provide a counselor (a spiritually mature woman 
and possibly her husband) to meet with the pregnant 
teen and if possible, the father of the baby, and give 
her/them biblical counsel that would include steps for 
repentance and restoration.

2. If repentance follows, they are assured of forgive-
ness. !en a supportive church body will seek to minis-
ter to her/them in the needs of the coming baby and will 
pledge to support her/them through prayer.

3. A mentor, as the Lord provides, will give continu-
ing care, loving support, and ongoing discipleship.

4. A church shower will be given, under the condi-
tion that the mother is willing to forsake the sin of for-
nication and continue in the fellowship of the church.

5. Follow out the process of church discipline as 
found in Matthew 18 if she is a member and unrepen-
tant and the same for the father of the baby.

Appoint a Counselor 
The church elders or leaders should seek out and 
appoint a compassionate, godly woman who has a bur-
den for ministering to teen mothers. Older women are 
commanded to disciple and counsel the younger women 
within the church; they are given very speci%c guide-
lines as to how to do this (Titus 2:3-5). If you want to 
be involved in this kind of ministry, tell your leaders of 
your desire. If you are married, it would be helpful if 
your husband wants to become involved as well so you 
can work as a team in certain situations.

The Church as a Haven for Teen Moms 
!e congregation must be informed through the church 
leaders that the pregnancy is not a matter for consterna-
tion and gossip, but rather is an opportunity for involve-
ment. Women within the church can be appointed or 
may volunteer to be counselors or mentors. Great joy 
results when the body is assured that people are involved 
in the young mother’s life, confronting her, helping 
restore her to a walk with God, and seeking to minister 
to the needs of the whole family. !e church members 
are able to rejoice because they are free to encourage her 
without fear that they are condoning her sin. !ey can 
rejoice openly and praise her for making the right choice 
of not aborting the baby. She can be encouraged that 
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God can use this situation in her life for good, and that 
this coming child will be a blessing as she continues to 
make the right choices. And those who do not choose 
to be directly involved can be reminded of their respon-
sibility to lend loving support and prayer. !rough all 
this the church becomes a haven in the storm—a haven 
desperately needed by the single teen mom.

A PRACTICAL EXAMPLE
So that we can see how this kind of ministry takes place, 
let’s look at a case study. Imagine that you are Jan, the 
counselor, who is the catalyst for bringing help and hope 
in this situation.

Stacy grew up in the church. A&er dating a sopho-
more at the local junior college for two months and 
becoming sexually active, she found out that she was 
pregnant. Stacy knew that her boyfriend was not inter-
ested in marrying her right then, and she didn’t know 
what to do. Stacy had asked Jesus into her heart when 
she was very young and even though she had not been 
walking closely with her Savior, she knew that she 
belonged to Christ. She felt tremendously guilty about 
what she had done and didn’t know who she could talk 
to. She avoided her parents at all costs, retreating to her 
room and her loud stereo whenever she was at home. 
She felt bad about disappointing her parents, and her 
church family. Sometimes she thought that abortion 
was the best option because then no one would know 
about her sin and she could go on with her life. But she 
knew that the guilt of having an abortion would devas-
tate her. So Stacy decided to have her baby and keep the 
child because the other options—abortion and adop-
tion—were unthinkable to her. When she could wait 
no longer, Stacy got up the nerve and told her parents.

“I can’t believe you would do this to us,” Stacy’s 
father shouted. “After all we’ve done for you, giving 
you everything that you could want, raising you in the 
church, teaching you right and wrong; you should know 
better! I’ll be disgraced in front of the whole church! 
You haven’t told anyone else yet, have you?” Stacy shook 
her head between sobs as her mother, Sarah, tried to 
comfort her. “You better not until you’ve moved out! 
No daughter of mine is going to be an unwed mom! 
You can move out! You made your bed; now you can 

lie in it!” the distraught father screamed as he slammed 
the door on his way out. “John, how can you say such 
things?” Sarah shouted a&er him. “You know he doesn’t 
mean it, honey,” Stacy’s mother said soothingly while 
crying tears of disappointment and compassion.

After the ordeal with her parents, Stacy felt even 
more desolate. She con%ded in her best friend, Laurie, 
for support. Laurie knew that the church had some kind 
of policy for helping teen moms, so she called the pastor 
to get his help. He then contacted the woman who had 
been appointed as a counselor over this ministry.

Ministering to the Teen Mom 
A&er Jan, the counselor, got o" the phone with the pas-
tor, she reviewed the ministry’s purpose statement from 
Galatians 6:1: ”Brethren, even if a man is caught in any 
trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a 
spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, lest 
you too be tempted.” A&er prayer for guidance and a 
time of self-evaluation, Jan contacted Stacy to let her 
know that she wanted to help her, not condemn her. She 
wanted to help her be restored to fellowship with Christ 
and the local body of believers.

Jan used utmost grace when the time came for her 
to meet Stacy. She took Stacy a rosebud—showing her 
the care and concern of the church family. She then 
told Stacy that God is the author of life. She read Psalm 
139:15 to her which depicts how God forms the child 
growing in her womb. She told her that although God 
is the author of life and that he is not responsible for her 
sin ( James 1:13f ). But, as she deals with it God’s way, 
He can use this situation for good in her life. Jan assured 
Stacy that the church wanted to minister to her at this 
time in a special way.

Jan then lovingly spoke to Stacy about forgiveness. 
Because of her knowledge of God’s Word, Stacy realized 
that what she had done was wrong. Jan showed Stacy 
Jesus’ response to the woman caught in adultery in John 
8:1-11. She pointed out that Jesus showed compassion 
and grace to the woman. He told the judgmental reli-
gious leaders, “He who is without sin among you, let 
him be the %rst to throw a stone at her” (v. 7). !ey all 
walked away, demonstrating their guilt. Perhaps they 
were not guilty of adultery or fornication, but they 
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knew they were guilty of other sins. Jesus, the only one 
who had the right to throw stones, showed mercy—not 
condemnation. He said, “Neither do I condemn you; go 
your way. From now on sin no more.”

Jan mentioned to Stacy that Jesus, in his love and 
grace, forgave the woman caught in adultery, but he also 
commanded her to not continue in her sin. To continue 
in sin would be to break God’s law, offending a holy 
God and causing damage to her. Jesus wanted God to be 
glori%ed and desired the best for her; he wanted her to 
turn away from sin and practice righteousness.

Jan then asked Stacy if she was willing to ask God 
for forgiveness and turn away from her sin. She showed 
Stacy the wonderful promise of 1 John 1:9 which says, 
“If we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous to 
forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrigh-
teousness.” But Stacy rejected Jan’s counsel. “I can’t stop 
being with Brad. My dad is threatening to kick me out. 
Brad’s the only one who really loves me right now. If you 
can’t love me the way that I am, then I don’t want to go 
to your church anymore.”

Jan pointed out that the church was Stacy’s as well. 
Stacy had grown up in this church. It was her family. 
!e church members loved her. In fact, Jan felt that they 
might be able to %nd someone who was willing to let 
Stacy stay in their home.

In love, Jan pointed out to Stacy that the Bible 
makes it very clear that the true child of God will not 
continually practice sin (1 John 3:9). “It’s a terrible thing 
not to have the assurance of salvation that God desires 
for us to have, or the fellowship with Him that is main-
tained as we confess our sin and walk in the light,” she 
said. She pleaded with Stacy, stressing how much she 
needed God’s help and blessing with a baby to rear. But 
Stacy was unmoved. Jan knew that if Stacy was God’s 
child, God would discipline her. She referred to Heb 
12:6-13, which warns of coming discipline to those who 
continue in sin. Next, Jan showed Stacy Proverbs 28:13, 
which says that the person who confesses and forsakes 
her sin will %nd compassion, but the one who conceals 
her sin will not prosper.

Stacy, however, refused to accept this offer of 
hope through forgiveness. Jan, disappointed at Stacy’s 
response, lovingly assured Stacy that God, like the father 

of the prodigal son, was waiting for her to come home. 
his arms were outstretched and ready to receive her, just 
like the father who welcomed his prodigal son with 
open arms (Luke 15). Jan told Stacy that she would be 
praying for her restoration to her Father.

Ministering to the Parents 
Jan and her husband, Tom, set up a time to get together 
with Stacy’s parents, John and Sarah. The purpose of 
this meeting was to express the church’s support and 
o"er counsel.

When Tom and Jan asked Stacy’s parents how they 
were doing, John openly told them of their devasta-
tion. “Stacy has ruined her life!” he said, pouring out 
his pain and sorrow over the situation. Sarah joined 
in “I can’t even describe the overwhelming shock, 
disbelief, anger, helplessness, and disappointment we 
felt! It has caused such an upheaval in our lives. I just 
keep hoping that I’m going to wake up and all this will 
have been a dream. It seems that all we thought we 
had instilled in Stacy from childhood has gone out 
the window.” “Yes,” John added numbly, “I thought we 
had all our bases covered. Stacy knows God’s plan—
the blessings for abstaining and the consequences for 
sexual promiscuity. Where did we go wrong?”

John and Sarah were crushed by what their daugh-
ter had done. !eir dreams and hopes for her seemed 
to have been dashed. !ey concluded that if they had 
been better parents, this would never have happened. 
!ey also felt that God was partly to blame. “If he is all-
powerful, why didn’t he prevent this from happening?” 
Sarah blurted out. Jan and Tom could see that bitterness 
was creeping into John and Sarah’s hearts.

Jan and Tom encouraged Stacy’s parents to thor-
oughly evaluate the situation before God. They 
explained that children frequently make wrong choices 
even when they have been raised by parents who endeav-
ored to be godly role models. !ere are many examples 
of that in the Old Testament. They needed to recog-
nize that each person is accountable to God for her own 
choices. Stacy was responsible for her sin, and they were 
responsible for their sin.

Jan and Tom then asked if John and Sarah had 
responded to Stacy in the way that they should have. 
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Would they set an example to Stacy by evaluating them-
selves and making a list of the ways in which they may 
have failed God and their daughter (Matt 7:1-5)? What 
was their foremost concern—how they would look in 
the eyes of others, or how to help Stacy in her predica-
ment? A&er they would ask God for forgiveness, they 
needed to go to Stacy and ask for her forgiveness.

!e counselors encouraged John and Sarah to avoid 
bitterness by thanking God for this trial and asking for 
his wisdom ( James 1:2-8). God is sovereign and he had 
placed that new life within their daughter (Ps 139:13-
16). There are no accidents with God. This child was 
in God’s mind before he made the world. God would 
use this situation for good (Rom 8:28), and they had 
to cling to this truth along with God’s other promises.

Jan and Tom also told John and Sarah that they 
could be glad that their daughter had made the right 
decision by choosing not to have an abortion. They 
could also be encouraged that God could use Stacy’s 
sin (and the baby that resulted) to provide a much-
needed focus in the life of their teenager. Stacy would 
be forced to take a serious look at her life and would 
have to take on many responsibilities that she had previ-
ously shunned. !ey could hope that the baby would 
cause Stacy to see that the responsibility of being a teen 
mother was too great for her to bear alone, and that she 
needed God’s help.

It was also possible that God would use this cir-
cumstance to draw each member of the family closer 
to Himself. !e child who would be born would be a 
new soul that they could in#uence for Christ. !e child 
could bring blessing to the family and could have a great 
part in furthering Christ’s kingdom. Indeed, God is a 
very present help in trouble (Ps 46:1); he knew their 
heartache and he would comfort and sustain them. He 
would give them the strength to go through the whole 
ordeal one day at a time (2 Cor 12:9).

Jan then told John and Sarah about her meeting 
with Stacy and shared her sorrow over Stacy’s refusal to 
repent and turn back to the Lord. She assured them that 
the church would be supporting them fully and would 
be praying for their daughter’s spiritual condition before 
the Lord.

Jan and Tom also expressed concern about John 

and Sarah’s marriage. !ey had seen couples break up 
because of the stress of having to constantly deal with 
the problems of a daughter’s pregnancy and the child 
coming into their home. A heavy weight of responsibil-
ity would now fall on their shoulders. !ey would have 
to care for their daughter if she became ill with morn-
ing sickness or she had complications in the pregnancy. 
!ey would have to cope with the stress of their daugh-
ter’s emotional ups and downs in her relationship with 
the father of the baby. There would be new financial 
pressures from medical bills and the cost of supporting 
the new baby. With a baby in the house, there would be 
a loss of privacy, and a change in lifestyle because the 
baby would need attention day and night. !ere would 
also be the constant concern over their daughter and 
grandchild’s future. All these factors can overwhelm a 
couple, and if the church family doesn’t o"er support, 
the results could be disastrous!

Over the following weeks and months, Jan and Tom 
and a few other close couples faithfully called upon John 
and Sarah to see how they were doing. !ey sent notes 
of encouragement and set up times to go out for dinner 
together. John and Sarah were encouraged to become 
part of their small group Bible study for support and 
accountability and they were counseled to seek out 
other couples who had weathered similar circumstances.

Eventually, John and Sarah met another couple whose 
daughter had become pregnant out of wedlock. !ey said 
they were glad they had weathered the di$cult situation 
even though it had brought them to the brink of despair 
when it happened. But now, looking back, they could 
see how God had used this situation for good. Now they 
were able to comfort others with the comfort that they 
had received (see 2 Cor 1:3-7). !e couple o"ered to be 
John and Sarah’s prayer partners.

!e church’s loving support came as a tremendous 
relief to John and Sarah. Originally they had expected 
rejection from the church family because of the shame 
of their situation. But instead, they were becoming 
closer to the other members of the body than ever 
before! People were expressing love and support with 
mutual tears, hugs, and o"ers of prayer. All this spiritual 
help enabled them to focus on the one most important 
concern in this di$cult circumstance; that Stacy would 
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turn back to the Lord. !eir prayers were to that end.
Following Jan and Tom’s advice, John and Sarah 

sought Stacy’s forgiveness for reacting sinfully to her 
situation and o"ered to support her by encouraging her 
to live at home. !ey had come to realize how patient 
God had been with them at the times when they had 
strayed away from Him. !ey knew that it was God’s 
kindness, forbearance, and patience that had led them to 
repentance (Rom 2:4). With that in mind, they wanted 
to extend grace to their daughter at this time of crisis in 
her life. !ey knew that if there ever was a time when 
she needed her parents, it was now! As a pregnant teen-
ager, her body was going through tremendous changes. 
Not only was she still growing physically, but now she 
was also with child. !ey knew that the teen years are 
fraught with emotional instability, and that the stress of 
a pregnancy might compel Stacy to run away with her 
boyfriend or get into a worse situation. !ey had learned 
that some pregnant teens even struggle with contem-
plating suicide. !us they encouraged their daughter to 
stay at home. Stacy agreed and everyone talked about 
the guidelines that would be necessary to ensure that all 
would go smoothly when the baby arrived.

Stacy’s parents emphasized to her that they wanted 
to establish some house rules so everyone would know 
what to expect of each other. By clearly outlining 
both the responsibilities and privileges of living in the 
house, future con#icts would be avoided. Stacy, even 
though she was living at home with her parents, was 
now an adult. !us she had to carry the responsibilities 
of an adult, but she would also be given the privileges 
of an adult.

Ministering with the Message of Christ’s 
Forgiveness 
Shortly a&er Stacy gave birth to her baby, Jan went to 
visit. She gave Stacy a beautifully wrapped gift. After 
Stacy opened it, she started to cry. “I can’t believe how 
much love my parents are showing for me now, and the 
way the people in the church really care. I have a whole 
stack of letters from people saying how much they have 
missed me at church. Now I have this new baby, and 
Brad is too busy with football to spend much time with 
me. I just can’t understand it; this is his daughter too. 
I know I made a big mistake, but I really want to be a 

good mom for Cassidy! I want a new start. Will you 
help me? I want to do things God’s way.”

Jan asked Stacy if she would like to receive Christ’s 
forgiveness, and Stacy said yes. Jan then explained that 
Stacy needed to acknowledge her sin against God, and 
showed Stacy what David said about his sin of adultery 
in Psalm 51. !rough tears Stacy acknowledged her sin 
to God and asked Him for the strength to live in a way 
that pleased Him. !en Jan prayed and thanked God 
for working in Stacy’s heart and bringing her back to 
Himself. She also prayed for Stacy’s continued obedi-
ence to his leading in her life.

!e next time Jan met with Stacy, she told her that 
when we sin, we need to ask forgiveness from everyone 
who was hurt by it. !at is God’s method of restoration. 
It is not easy to do this, but the bene%t is that when we 
think of how other people were hurt by our sin, we are 
deterred from repeating the same sin over again.

With that in mind, Jan asked Stacy if she was ready 
to make everything right by asking forgiveness from 
those who had been a"ected by her sin. Stacy said yes, 
and immediately her parents, her boyfriend, and friends 
at church came to mind. 

!is was a big step for Stacy, but Jan was available 
to help and encourage her each step of the way. Stacy 
worked on what she should say and how she should 
say it. Jan helped her to realize that simply saying, “I’m 
sorry” wouldn’t be sufficient or fully biblical; rather, 
Stacy needed to say “I was wrong; what I did was sin-
ful. Will you forgive me?” Once Stacy knew what she 
wanted to say, Jan prayed with her for God’s strength 
and blessing.

When Stacy acknowledged to her parents that she 
recognized her actions did not honor what she knew to 
be their will for her as their daughter, they received her 
with open arms. She then told them she knew she had 
caused them a great deal of heartache. “What I did was 
wrong. Will you forgive me?” she asked. !ey forgave 
her and all cried together and hugged one another. !en 
they committed the future to the Lord in prayer.

The next step for Stacy was to talk to her pastor 
along with Jan. Stacy humbly requested the church’s 
forgiveness for sinning against the body of Christ. She 
acknowledged that she had caused the whole body to 
su"er (1 Cor 12:26-27). !e pastor, who was pleased 
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about Stacy’s change of heart, enthusiastically commu-
nicated the church’s forgiveness. He told Stacy that she 
was not a second-class citizen in God’s kingdom because 
of what she had done. He assured her that she would 
enjoy God’s blessing on her life because she had cho-
sen to follow Christ and obey his Word. Stacy le& the 
church feeling much better, for the burden of guilt that 
she had been carrying for months had %nally been li&ed.

Stacy then went to her boyfriend, Brad, to ask for his 
forgiveness. Although the sin was his fault too, she knew 
she had to take responsibility for her part in it. She also 
told him that her commitment was to not have sex again 
with him as long as they were not married, because she 
wanted to do things God’s way. Brad was touched by 
Stacy’s willingness to come to him for forgiveness. He 
told her not to worry about it, and it was obvious that 
he didn’t recognize his own sin. He said, “Stacy, I know 
how much we love each other and if you want to wait 
until marriage, we can.” Stacy was surprised at Brad’s 
positive response, but she knew that more changes had 
to take place in Brad’s heart.

Stacy was now committed to living for Christ and 
she began to go to church again. After the baby was 
born, the church checked with Stacy’s family to see 
if they could welcome the baby the same way other 
babies were welcomed—with a rose on the pulpit and 
a notice in the bulletin. Dinners were brought to the 
house; cards and gi&s were sent. Stacy was given help in 
securing needed baby items, such as a crib and a car seat. 
Other women o"ered to give her relief by babysitting.

Some ladies in the church offered to give Stacy a 
baby shower to help her care for the needs of her baby. 
!is outpouring of love was a great encouragement to 
Stacy and her family. Stacy knew that life wouldn’t be 
easy as a single mom, but she had learned that her family 
in the Lord was fully supportive.

The youth pastor welcomed Stacy back into the 
youth group. She was not able to go very o&en because 
she was in a di"erent situation from the rest of her peers. 
Eventually she began to replace her old friends with new 
friends who had children.

Some weeks after Stacy had returned to church, 
she was asked if she could share with the youth group 
how God had used her circumstances for his glory. !e 

young people listened attentively as she shared the valu-
able lessons she had learned through becoming a mother 
unintentionally. She emphasized that she had gone 
against God’s intended order, but God had still used 
her situation for her good. She said she hoped that the 
young people would remember what she had endured 
when they found themselves being sexually tempted.

Stacy’s time of sharing allowed the youth pastor to 
talk to the young people about the whole issue of teen 
pregnancy outside of marriage. He explained that the 
church is a place for forgiven sinners who are pursuing 
God in their lives, not for people who think they have 
arrived. He encouraged the young people to reach out to 
other teen moms within the church and in their schools 
with the love of Jesus Christ.

The following Sunday, a few parents of the young 
people approached the youth pastor and complained 
that a poor example was being set for their children by 
allowing a teen mom to attend the youth group and 
speak before them. !e youth pastor responded by tell-
ing the parents that the church was not putting their 
stamp of approval on sex before marriage by encourag-
ing a teen mom to attend, but seeking to make the grace 
of the Lord Jesus Christ available. He reminded them 
that every Christian needs God’s grace on a daily basis.

Having a teen mom in the church helps to serve as a 
good deterrent for other young people because then the 
consequences of sexual sin becomes obvious. A baby, 
as precious as he or she is, is a large responsibility that 
curtails the freedoms enjoyed by most teenagers. A&er 
babysitting all day for a Young Lives group outing, one 
teenage boy remarked, “!is is the best sex-ed class I’ve 
ever taken. I’m not having sex until I’m married!”

Ministering to the Father of the Baby 
Brad had not intended for Stacy to become pregnant. 
Because he was in college, he wasn’t ready to settle down 
and parent a child. He was very surprised when Jan and 
Tom, a couple from Stacy’s church, invited him and 
Stacy over for dinner. During their time together, Brad 
and Tom had a good time talking about their shared 
interest in sports. Eventually, however, the conversation 
turned to deeper issues. Tom asked Brad if he under-
stood what it meant to be a Christian. Brad said that 
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although he accepted Christ as a child, he knew he 
hadn’t really been living for God. But in recent months, 
because of the good changes he had seen in Stacy, he was 
interested in learning more about God. Tom asked Brad 
if he would like to get together weekly for a Bible study. 
“Oh, sure,” Brad said without thinking.

But Brad wasn’t very consistent. He let other com-
mitments interfere. With school, sports, and a part-time 
job, his time was limited. However, Tom did not give 
up. His perseverance paid o", for Brad could see that 
Tom was not going to quit pursuing him. Brad knew 
that Tom really cared. He was also at the receiving end 
of loving gestures of friendship from other church mem-
bers. Eventually Brad was also confronted in the same 
way that Stacy was. He was taught about the reality of 
God’s forgiveness and restoration when sin is acknowl-
edged. Convicted by the Holy Spirit, Brad asked God 
for forgiveness. He confessed his sin against God, Stacy, 
her family, and his family. Ultimately he came to the 
realization that he needed to take responsibility for 
Stacy and the baby.

Jan was thrilled with the progress Stacy and Brad 
were making, but she knew that they would need ongo-
ing discipleship. She knew that Stacy especially would 
need in-depth follow-up and support. Even if the teen 
mom’s mother is supportive, it is still very helpful to 
have another woman involved for support. !e father 
of the baby also needs a mentor, possibly the husband of 
the girlfriend’s mentor.

In summary, based on this case study, we can see that 
a mentor will minister the love of Christ to the teen mom 
and her boyfriend (if he is still in the picture). She will do 
this through friendship and encouragement. She will fol-
low Paul’s example in not only imparting the gospel to the 
people, but her own life as well (1 !ess 2:8-12).

SETTING UP A MENTOR MOMS 
MINISTRY
Churches can mobilize church members to the needs of 
the teen moms within their own church. !ey can also 
reach out to many who would never have entered the 
doors of their church in any other way. Evangelism is a 
large part of the Mentor Mom ministry and provides a 
perfect opportunity for needy young women to learn 

about the love of Christ as they see it displayed in tan-
gible ways during their time of need. (!e ministry can 
also be coordinated to address teen dads as well.)

Steps to Starting the Ministry 
Once the leaders in your church have agreed to minister 
to young single moms, here are some key steps to begin-
ning a Mentor Moms ministry in your church.

1. Appoint a Director !e ministry needs to be orga-
nized and directed by a committed Christian woman 
who has a burden for unwed teen mothers. She may 
then want to delegate the responsibilities so that the 
workload isn’t all on one person. Perhaps you are that 
woman, or you know someone who could be encour-
aged to take on this ministry.

2. Recruit Mentors The director is responsible for 
recruiting caring Christian women who can mentor teen 
moms in a one-on-one relationship. !ese mentors will 
be asked to build bridges of friendship by sharing their 
lives and their faith with the teen women. Ideally these 
mentor mom/teen mom pairs will meet once a week for 
friendship-building activities over a span of one year.

3. Conduct Mentor Meetings !e director plans and 
directs the Mentor Meetings, which are designed to 
help equip the mentors for ministering to the needs of 
the teen moms. In these meetings, the director disciples 
the mentors through the Word of God. !ese women 
must %rst and foremost be seekers of God who can have 
a godly impact on the lives of the teen mothers. The 
Mentor Meetings also provide the mentors with an 
opportunity to encourage and pray for one another.

4. Recruit Unwed Teen Moms !e director also helps 
to seek out teen moms who would like the support 
and encouragement of a mentor while they are preg-
nant or parenting. The director will initially want to 
recruit teen moms from within the church; then she 
will want to reach out to others—through friends of the 
teen moms, through the local Crisis Pregnancy Centers, 
and through school counseling programs. She then can 
match up the teen moms with the mentors for what 
could very well become wonderful lifelong friendships.

5. Conduct Mentor/Teen-Mom Clubs The purpose 
of the club is to allow all the mentors, teen moms, and 
their babies to get together once a month for fellow-
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ship and spiritual input. !e babies are cared for in the 
church nursery so the teen moms can be free to enjoy 
the program, which usually includes a fun, mixer-type 
game, some praise choruses, and a time for sharing 
prayer requests and praying for one another. Then a 
speaker gives a gospel-centered presentation on how 
Jesus can make a difference in a teen mom’s life. That 
can be followed by a craft activity and some time for 
refreshments or a meal and fellowship—allowing the 
teen moms the opportunity to talk with the speaker. 
!is kind of meeting also lets a teen mom experience the 
loving support of all the other mentors whom she meets. 
And ultimately, it provides a friendly environment for 
sharing the gospel with those who have not yet commit-
ted their lives to Jesus Christ.

THE TASK OF MENTORING
Webster’s dictionary tells us that a mentor is “an expe-
rienced, trusted friend and advisor.” In our context, she 
is a woman who helps young moms achieve that God-
given potential through sacri%cially providing friend-
ship, example and teaching. It is an intentional, clearly 
de%ned relationship in which expectations are spelled 
out between the mentor and teen mom beforehand. 
And it is the kind of relationship in which in-depth time 
spent with one young woman can produce lasting results 
and even a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.

A mentor is a loving friend and a positive role model. 
She teaches more by her example than by her word, 
knowing that the teen mom will watch how she handles 
life. It is hoped that as the mentor displays Christ’s love 
and grace, the teen woman will desire to have Christ in 
her own life in a vibrant and meaningful way.

A key goal in this relationship is for the mentor to 
demonstrate the love of Christ in very practical ways. 
She can do this by lending a listening ear and participat-
ing in activities with the teen mother. !ese activities 
may include homemaking activities or just fun things. 
!e mentor can o"er emotional support by listening to 
the young mother’s thoughts, dreams, and hopes. She 
can encourage her to overcome di$culties, picking her 
up when she fails and rejoicing in her successes. She can 
help the teen mom to get biblical answers and spiritual 
counsel for her problems.

Expectations in Mentoring
In spite of the possibility of many wonderful blessings, a 
mentor should enter the relationship expecting nothing 
in return. If all expectations are submitted to the Lord 
at the start relationship, there will be more consistent 
dependency on the Lord when the teen mom chooses 
to move in the wrong direction. Don’t expect to see a 
teen mother’s tangled web of sin unravel quickly. Don’t 
expect things to go smoothly. 

!is ministry must be done as unto Christ Himself 
(see Matthew 10:42). Success in mentoring is de%ned as 
extending love and presenting Christ in the power of the 
Spirit. Leave the results to God. Keep in mind that you 
are sowing seeds of the gospel and planting love in the 
garden of this young woman’s heart—all of which may 
bear fruit at some time in the future. 

Perseverance in Mentoring
Prayer and perseverance are the keys to success in this 
ministry. There may be times when your heart aches 
and you literally become sick because it looks like all 
you have invested in this precious young woman is to no 
avail. You may weep and cry out to God. “Why, Lord, 
has she gone back to her empty and fruitless way of 
life?” You may want to give up in utter discouragement. 
Keep persevering, and trust God to work in answer to 
your prayers. Remember that whatever is accomplished 
is accomplished through answered prayer ( James 5:16). 
Keep a record of your answered prayers so that you can 
better see God’s faithfulness.

Remember, nothing done for Christ is ever wasted. 
We were created to do good works (Eph 2:10). He will 
abundantly reward service done in his name. 

Leading a Bible Study 
Mentors will want to encourage Christian teen moms 
to study God’s Word, which will give them assurance 
of their salvation and help them to grow in the faith. 
It is in Bible study that teen mothers will discover 
how to live their lives in a way that pleases God. As 
they hide God’s Word in their hearts, they will be 
kept from sin.
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ISSUES RELEVANT TO TEEN MOMS

Sexual Purity 
Sexual conduct is one important area in which teen 
moms must learn to submit to the standard of the Bible. 
It is very hard for the teen mom to stop having sex with 
the father of her baby or to not get sexually involved 
with someone else when she and the father break up. 
She may think it’s too late! Sexual activity can become a 
life-dominating sin that is di$cult to break without the 
persistent encouragement and support of a mentor who 
helps her draw on Christ’s resurrection power.

Returning to our case study, you will remember that 
Stacy told Brad of her commitment to stay sexually 
pure. But that does not mean that she will no longer 
be tempted. Even though Brad was beginning to be dis-
cipled, there could come times when he would pressure 
Stacy into having sex again. She may think that to keep 
Brad in the picture, she will have to continue having sex 
with him or he will lose interest and %nd someone else. 
In addition, the sexual relationship offers many plea-
sures including the intimacy and security Stacy desires 
in her relationship with Brad. It would be much easier to 
continue than to resist. !at’s why it’s essential for men-
tors to continually encourage teen moms to stay pure 
through a vital relationship with Jesus Christ which is 
bolstered by Bible study, scripture memorization, and 
fellowship and accountability with other believers.

Marriage
If the teen mother is a Christian who wants to do things 
God’s way, she will not marry a non-Christian even if he 
is the father of her baby (see I Cor 7:39). She will wait 
until he makes a commitment to the Lord. Of course, 
if they are both non-Christians, then there would be 
no teaching that would prohibit them from marrying, 
although they would certainly receive counsel concern-
ing marriage—and all of life—being designed by God to 
worship Jesus Christ, and so also designed to function 
best by following God’s ways. Again, let’s return to Brad 
and Stacy. After several months of discipleship, Brad 
showed definite signs of growth in his spiritual walk 
with God. One day he approached Stacy’s father, John, 
to ask if he could have Stacy’s hand in marriage. John, 

unsure of what to say, went to his pastor for advice. He 
was glad that Brad wanted to take his rightful responsi-
bility for his child, but he was also concerned about how 
young the couple was. How would Brad support Stacy 
and the child? What if they ended up being ill-prepared 
for marriage, or marriage to each other?

John’s pastor pointed out that because both Brad 
and Stacy were Christians there was no biblical rea-
son to forbid the marriage. On the contrary, men who 
fathered children needed to be encouraged to take their 
responsibility even if it posed a hardship and the cou-
ple had to start out poor. God intended for the family 
to consist of two parents for the stability and care of 
the children. And, with God’s help, the couple could 
overcome any incompatibilities and choose to love 
each other sacrificially. With a relationship centered 
on Christ and grounded in God’s Word, and with the 
body of Christ standing behind them, this young couple 
could achieve a lasting and happy marriage in which to 
raise their children.

At the close of their conversation, John’s pastor 
o"ered to do extra pre-marital counseling to help the 
couple deal with all the strikes they had against them by 
entering into a marriage prompted by a pregnancy. John, 
greatly encouraged by what his pastor said, went home 
to tell Brad the good news.

After Stacy graduated from high school, she and 
Brad had a beautiful wedding attended by the entire 
church. During the ceremony, tears streamed down 
Jan and Tom’s faces as they thanked God for answering 
their prayers. As they watched the bride walk down the 
aisle in her white dress, they remembered the many days 
and months of praying and trusting God to work—and 
knew that it had all been worthwhile. 

THE BLESSING OF BEING A MENTOR
God will richly bless those who follow Jesus’ commands. 
Christ has promised to be with you in a special way. 
Your life will take on real joy as you see God use you 
to rescue a teen mom/dad from Satan’s clutches by the 
transforming power of Christ. As you reach this young 
couple for Christ, remember that you are not only 
in#uencing this generation, but the next. Many other 
lives will be affected through theirs and the ministry 
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of Christ’s Church. When Jesus comes to receive us to 
himself, may we hear the words, “Well done, good and 
faithful slave; you were faithful with a few things, I will 
put you in charge of many things, enter into the joy of 
your master” (Matt 25:21).

Adapted from: WOMEN HELPING WOMEN
Copyright © 1997 by Harvest House Publishers
Eugene, Oregon 97402
www.harvesthousepublishers.com
Used by Permission.

ENDNOTES
1 The Alan Guttmacher Institute, Facts on American 

Teens’ Sexual and Reproductive Health, December 
2011.

2 !e National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy 
Statistics website [accessed 12-30-11].
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“Why would daddy leave 
mommy?” 
!e question asked by the two girls is 
a di$cult one to answer with adults, 
let alone with children. After listen-
ing to each girl express her thoughts 
and questions, I asked them a ques-
tion: “What would you want to say to 
your father?” One of the girls said she 
wanted to know why her father was 
acting contrary to what he had taught 
them in the past. She used the word 
“liar” a lot. !e other girl, a precocious 
child who knew the Bible well, replied 
that she was pretty sure that Leviti-
cus had something to say about how 
husbands are to stay with their wives. 
Inwardly, I was both surprised by her 
response and impressed with her bibli-
cal knowledge. 

In my interactions with the girls 
that day and in the previous sessions, it 
was clear that they love God and their 
parents but that they also feel over-
whelmed by the changes in their par-
ents’ marriage. The girls are confused 
by their father’s actions but they love 

him. It hurts them that daddy claims not to love mommy 
anymore. !ey are struggling with “big” adult questions.1

The girls feel confused because their father has 
become a very different person from the person in 
their earlier memories. He used to tell the children that 
a husband is to love his wife. !roughout their earlier 
childhood, their father would lead family devotions and 
teach them Scripture verses. He was their protector and 
provider, but now he has deserted the family. He still 
quotes Scripture but uses texts to justify his sinful deci-
sions. He still desires to be their father but not in the 
same home with their mother; in fact, he is seeking full 
custody of his children.

People who know this father are shocked by what has 
happened but it is a reminder that all of us are prone to 
wander. !is man’s wayward life could happen to anyone. 
It is by God’s grace that believers are in Christ (Eph 2:8, 
1 Cor 15:10). People could try to make sense of the situ-
ation, learning what happened in this man’s life, discover-
ing what went wrong, but, in the end, sin never makes 
sense because it contradicts the very essence of God’s pur-
pose for man—be holy for God is holy (1 Pet 1:16).

Contrary to what the girls may feel, God has not 
turned his back on these children (Deut 31:6, 1 Sam 
12:22). He has allowed this situation to occur for a pur-
pose that may never be known but is grounded in his 
love for them (Rom 8:28-29). 
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GOD NEVER FAILS US
One priority in the counseling process is to protect the 
children from preventable pain and to prepare them for 
coming changes.2 Another priority is to build them up 
spiritually by sharing biblical truths that will ground 
their faith. !eir “why” questions cannot be separated 
from the One who knows why. !ey need biblical truth 
for knowledge and wisdom. The fear of the Lord is 
the beginning of knowledge. !e fear of the Lord also 
protects believers from unwise decisions (Prov 1:33; 
14:26). Counseling is not only concerned with immedi-
ate needs but also long-term needs.

!e fear of the Lord involves trusting God because 
of who he is and his promises (Ps 91:2, Is 26:4). Believ-
ers can trust God because he never fails people. Trusting 
God means accepting what has happened and respond-
ing to situations in a manner pleasing to him (1 !ess 
2:4). The girls wanted an answer for their why ques-
tion but they had to learn the more important lesson in 
trusting God even when the “why” does not make sense. 
!ey also needed to know that daddy may never return 
home but things will be okay. At an early age, they are 
learning that not all problems in life can be %xed nor 
preventable. The girls might be tempted to have “if 
only” thoughts. If only I had been more obedient. If 
only I was better. Such thoughts place the source of con-
trol in their knowledge, skills, and abilities, leading them 
to believe that they are in control when God is the only 
sovereign one. By learning what it means to trust God, 
the girls gain valuable wisdom for the rest of their lives 
and learn the implications of the gospel.

Parents and leaders can use difficult situations to 
teach powerful truths about the gospel. 

1. !e gospel points to our need for a Savior (1 !ess 
5:9). Without faith in Christ, we are sinners lost in our 
destructive ways. In this case, both of the two girls seem 
to understand the gospel and believe in Christ as their 
Savior. Either way, parents and leaders should help chil-
dren understand the implications of the gospel and the 
need to share the good news with others. For these girls, 
they can learn to pray for their father’s repentance and 
salvation. Despite the father’s sins, he is still a person 
created in the image of God, a person who is spiritually 
lost and needs the gospel.3 !e mother has also asked 

friends and church leaders to reach out to him.
2. !e gospel means loving God and our neighbors 

as we love ourselves (Matt 22:36-40). When talking 
about the father, the children learn biblical love by how 
their mother and others speak of him and treat him. 
!ough the father is acting contrary to God’s Word in 
word and deed, it is not only counterproductive but 
sinful to tear him down (Eph. 4:29). !e girls will either 
learn that gossip is never acceptable or acceptable under 
certain circumstances. Leading by example is powerful, 
especially with children who do not possess the knowl-
edge and life experience as adults. 

3. !e gospel involves a heart change (Ez 36:26). !e 
father may be able to quote many Scripture passages but 
his heart has not been a"ected. It is %tting that one of 
the girls mentioned Leviticus because it points to God’s 
impossible standard of holiness and man’s inadequacy to 
perfectly ful%ll them. Only Christ can deliver man from 
sin (Ps 39:8, Gal 1:4); only Christ can save this father 
from continuing his path of destruction. 

4. !e gospel means trusting God or placing faith 
in him. Believers trust God not only at the beginning 
of salvation (Rom 4:5) but throughout their salvation 
(sanctification) until glorification (Ps 37:5, Isa 12:2). 
The girls are taught to trust God as their father in 
heaven who loves them and knows what is best for them 
(Matt 7:11). While their earthly father has failed them, 
their heavenly father will never fail them (Ps 118:8). 
Trusting God involves knowing his character. 

!e next section brie#y shows how God’s character 
was incorporated in one counseling session. It is relevant 
for di"erent kinds of teaching opportunities with chil-
dren and not just counseling sessions. It is only one prac-
tical idea and not the only way to teach God’s character.

YAHWEH-SHAMMAH, THE LORD  
IS THERE
God never changes (Mal 3:6) but circumstances do. 
Focusing on God’s character gives hope, which strength-
ens believers during trials. For this part of the counseling 
session, I used Sally Michael’s God’s Names.4 It’s a very 
thin book for parents “to present solid truth to their 
children and to encourage real-life application of the 
truth” (10).5 !e book’s structure reveals Sally Michael’s 
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decades of experience in teaching children the Bible. 
Each of the twenty-six chapters includes a short story 
followed by questions for comprehension and sugges-
tions for application; seventeen of the chapters focus 
on the di"erent names of God. Appropriately, the last 
few stories focus on Christ and his kingship. !is book 
is highly recommended for its theological and under-
standable content. Children not only learn God’s names 
but also the gospel message throughout the book. 

In one counseling session, I chose to talk about the 
meaning of Yahweh-Shammah—the LORD who is 
there. What a comforting and strengthening promise. 
God never breaks his promises and cannot lie, so believ-
ers can con%dently cling to this truth. No, this promise 
alone does not solve the girls’ struggles, but it does teach 
them a valuable truth when experiencing fear or uncer-
tainty of the future. Even though daddy is no longer at 
home, God is with them. When the girls are visiting 
their father and have a con#ict with him, God is with 
them. !eir mother can’t always be with them but God 
is with them. !ey are never alone. 

At the end, the children could personalize this les-
son in several ways. They could create a poster with 
Yahweh-Shammah written on it along with a picture 
that symbolizes this truth. !ey could also keep a jour-
nal of their thoughts and reflect on how God is with 
them. Memorizing a Scripture verse, such as Joshua 1:9, 
is another suggestion. They were also encouraged to 
continue sharing their thoughts with their mother so 
that she would be aware of them and know how to best 
help them.

As parents reinforce these principles, children learn 
biblical wisdom, understand the gospel, and experi-
ence the fruit of obedience. Much of the focus in this 
case study has been on the children but the principles 
apply to adults as well. Children are watching their 
parents, so they need examples of fathers and mothers 
who trust God. 

Whenever I leave the girls’ home, I wonder if I had 
listened enough, taught enough, and done enough. 
!ere’s always a sense of wanting to do more but I am 
reminded that God cares for them more than I do and 
that he is Yahweh-Shammah—the LORD is there. 

ENDNOTES
1 In this case, the parents are in a custody battle, await-

ing its finalization. The children were not adjusting 
well to the changes so the mother asked if I would 
meet with them as well. !e mother participated in 
the counseling sessions to clarify points and to ensure 
consistency between the children’s words and what 
had actually happened.

2 In addition to counseling, the mother made other pro-
visions to protect the children. She had an attorney for 
legal counsel as well as other godly people for coun-
sel. She tries to protect them from harmful sights and 
discussions. When the father picks up the children, 
the mother meets him in a public place to avoid argu-
ing in front of the children. When the children return 
home, they talk to their mother of any problems that 
occurred during the weekend. 

3 !e father claims to be a Christian but his responses 
indicate that he may not be a Christian, so he is treated 
as an unbeliever (Matt 18:17). 

4 !is case study focuses on how one book was used in 
a counseling session. It does not include a full descrip-
tion of the counseling session, so parents or leaders 
should not rely solely on this book but can modify it 
to suit their situation.

5 Sally Michael, God’s Names (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
2011).
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“Like arrows in the hands of a warrior,” 
the psalmist sang, “so are the children 
of one’s youth. How blessed is the man 
whose quiver is full of them (127:4–5). 
When the wonderful news of preg-
nancy is announced, we rightly rejoice! 
But what about those who go on to 
miscarry, to experience fetal demise or 
tubal pregnancy, or who are infertile? 
How can we minister to those su"ering 
such profound pain? As a specialist in 
obstetrics and gynecology, I have spent 
much of my life and ministry involved 
with young couples and families. !is 
article will address several all-too-com-
mon situations to aid the caregivers 
and ministers who serve these couples. 
First, I will provide the medical infor-
mation from the patients’ perspective, 
then I will o"er a few practical ministry 
suggestions. 

Miscarriage, known in medicine 
as “spontaneous abortion,” refers to 
pregnancy loss before approximately 
twenty weeks’ gestation. Statistics 
suggest that annually almost one-
third of the approximately six million 

pregnancies in the U.S. result in loss. Perhaps 600,000 
of these represent miscarriage, and another 64,000, 
ectopic pregnancy. Most miscarriages occur in the %rst 
trimester (twelve weeks of pregnancy), counted from 
the last menstrual period. Enhanced testing suggests 
that as many as half of all pregnancies fail to result in a 
live birth. God has blessed humanity with the privilege 
of being fruitful and multiplying, yet the process o&en 
becomes the source of intense pain. 

MISCARRIAGE: PATIENTS’ PERSPECTIVE
!e excitement of the positive home test can quickly turn 
to fear at the %rst evidence of spotting or cramping. !e 
fact that almost half of all pregnant women experience 
such complications makes the %rst trimester an anxious 
time for new mothers. Advances in ultrasound technol-
ogy grant visual access into the womb whereby diagnoses 
of developing pregnancy can be made, yet waiting on an 
appointment can seem like an eternity for a couple when 
the baby’s future seems in doubt. Sonography can detect 
the baby’s “gestational sac” as early as three-and-a-half 
weeks from conception but until the fetal pole with its 
recognizable yolk sac and heart beat can be detected, only 
baseline information can be stated with certainty. Yes, a 
pregnancy has begun, and it is located within the uterus, 
but until the heartbeat is visualized (about four weeks 
from conception) or heard with the Doppler (a sound 
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wave device allowing audible heartbeat to be appreciated 
at about 10 weeks from last period) miscarriage rates are 
still quite high. After the heart beat is audible and the 
pregnancy reaches ten weeks, miscarriage risk falls dra-
matically, but not completely. 

Treatment of miscarriage depends on several factors. 
If fetal death occurs at less than six weeks, the mother’s 
body can generally facilitate the miscarriage without 
medical intervention, aided sometimes with medica-
tions. If the pregnancy has progressed beyond ten weeks’ 
gestation, a surgical procedure known as “D. and C.” 
for “dilation and curettage,” is usually recommended. 
!is procedure predictably completes the miscarriage 
while minimizing the risk of hemorrhage or infection. 
D. and C. is a surgical procedure, even though no inci-
sions or stitches are required, an it can be physically and 
emotionally stressful. Pregnancies that progress to six-
to-ten weeks before failing require a physician’s judg-
ment in close consultation with the parents. If they live 
near healthcare facilities, allowing the miscarriage to 
occur without further procedures may make sense. If 
they live far from medical care, the miscarriage might 
involve considerable bleeding and danger to the mother, 
so safety might dictate scheduling D. and C. 

SECOND TRIMESTER LOSS (FETAL 
DEMISE): PATIENTS’ PERSPECTIVE
!ough far less common than miscarriage, the death of a 
child in the womb a&er the %rst trimester can cause dev-
astating grief as well as marital distress. Typically, the baby 
has already been seen on ultrasound, the heartbeat heard, 
and even the gender of the child announced. Whereas 
most %rst trimester losses relate to chromosomal abnor-
malities preventing normal early development, tragedies 
a&er the %rst semester o&en come without clear diagno-
ses. Cord accidents, placental problems, and intrauterine 
infections can be at fault. Certain chromosomal prob-
lems may not cause death until the second trimester as 
well, but o&en no clear diagnostic picture emerges. Yet 
even if the diagnosis is known, little relief is felt from such 
knowledge, because the parents really yearn for the child 
they have lost, not an explanation.  

Delivery of the deceased child can generally be 
accomplished by induction of labor and birth, though 

physicians o&en wait several weeks for natural labor to 
ensue. !e mother’s body o&en takes a little time to rec-
ognize that the child has stopped growing. Typically, 
the physician will induce labor before four weeks have 
passed since the child’s death to avoid complications 
related to blood clotting.

Unlike losses in the %rst trimester, delivery with the 
opportunity to view and hold the child’s body may be 
possible. Decisions made at this juncture are important 
for the grieving process, so patience and allowing the 
couple to come to grips with the devastating reality 
allow for better recovery. Plans for memorial services 
and burial should be considered.

ECTOPIC PREGNANCY
Ectopic means “out of place.” An “ectopic pregnancy” 
is sometimes called “tubal pregnancy” because the fal-
lopian tube, rather than the uterus, is usually the site 
of implantation for such pregnancies. This condition 
represents an impending medical emergency. Ectopic 
pregnancies can actually implant anywhere outside the 
uterine cavity, including within the cervix, the portion 
of the fallopian tube that traverses the uterine wall, 
within the tubes, or even outside the tubes on the ovary, 
the bladder, or on the intestine. Such pregnancies will 
outgrow the tube’s capacity, so eventually either the 
growing child will die or cause the tube to rupture, lead-
ing to potentially life-threatening hemorrhage. 

!e symptoms of tubal pregnancy may not be spe-
ci%c, but they may include bleeding, localized pain, and 
cramping a&er about six or eight weeks of pregnancy. 
Until that time the pregnancy—the baby plus support-
ing structures—may be small enough to grow normally. 
Eventually, however, the pressure on the tube causes a 
pain unlike cramps, usually localized to the side of the 
ectopic pregnancy.

All doctors trained in obstetrics will listen for these 
symptoms, and must rule out tubal pregnancies by exam 
and ultrasound. Blood levels of the hormone Human 
Chorionic Gonadotropin (HCG), the very hormone 
that turns the pregnancy test positive and gives those 
symptoms of early pregnancy, rises in a manner in normal 
pregnancies such that, if the level is not normal, either a 
miscarriage or a tubal pregnancy can be identi%ed. 
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Sadly, there is no technolog y available to move 
the pregnancy once it has implanted, so nothing can 
be done to save the baby. Much can and must be done 
to save the mother. Even in the United States, young 
women die every year due to undiagnosed ectopic preg-
nancies. Treatment can involve surgery to remove the 
pregnancy, or, if detected early enough, a type of che-
motherapy can be used. Neither choice is desirable, and 
both leave husband and wife with signi%cant grief, yet 
procrastination can lead to tragedy. 

CONGENITAL ABNORMALITY 
INCOMPATIBLE WITH LIFE, AN 
EXTRAORDINARY CIRCUMSTANCE
Every year I %eld calls pertaining to a pregnancy com-
plication such as anencephaly (the absence of forebrain 
and skullcap) or to certain chromosomal and anatomic 
disorders that are incompatible with life outside the 
womb. Upon a firm diagnosis of a living child with a 
deadly disorder, parents face the difficult decision of 
carrying the pregnancy to term and awaiting imminent 
death or terminating the pregnancy. Even many Chris-
tian physicians point their patients in the direction of 
terminating the pregnancy. Unfortunately, terminating 
a pregnancy at around twenty weeks gestation presents 
medical challenges, not to mention ethical challenges. 
Years of experience leads me away from recommending 
a dilation and evacuation procedure that destroys the 
baby. As di$cult as carrying such a pregnancy may be, 
surgical intervention can lead to long term emotional 
consequences. 

MINISTRY TO THOSE WHO EXPERIENCE 
PREGNANCY LOSS
With an early loss of a child, wives often experience 
emotional upheaval as hormones plummet as a result 
of the baby’s death. Along with cramping, bleeding, and 
the prospect of a surgical procedure, their moods may 
#uctuate dramatically. Since fathers do not experience 
the same hormonal changes they may not understand 
the emotional instability. By suppressing their own feel-
ings, husbands o&en withdraw into a posture of distance 
and stoicism. Sadly, this is counterproductive. Most 
women are overwhelmed by this pregnancy loss and 

need to grieve alongside their husbands. Wise husbands 
listen patiently as the wife repeats every word the doctor 
said, and every symptom she has felt or not felt. Weep 
with her, weep for the child, and cling tightly to one 
another. Presence and tender touch will communicate 
far more than words can. Physical recovery progresses 
more quickly than the restoration of emotional and 
spiritual wellbeing.

From the ministerial standpoint it is important to 
avoid compounding grief by saying insensitive things. 
To suggest that “there was probably something wrong 
with the baby anyway” o"ers no comfort. Declaring that 
the parents can always try again, or saying, “at least you 
conceived this time,” sounds patronizing, not edifying, 
and suggests that the child conceived is replaceable. To 
say, “It’s for the best” or “God knew there was something 
about this pregnancy that wasn’t right,” only adds to the 
burden of loss. Indeed, God does know all things, and he 
could have prevented the miscarriage or prevented the 
abnormality to begin with. Yet the reality is that he did 
not. Why He did not remains a mystery.

What, then, helps? Showing up. Caring. Expressing 
sorrow for the loss simply and honestly. (!is is a genu-
ine loss of a human life.) Human beings have eternal 
signi%cance, whether they live a few days in the womb 
or a century on the earth. God is sovereign, and the pain 
is real. !ese are not mutually exclusive truths. One can 
fully trust God and still hurt, weeping over the pain and 
loss. God knows our su"ering, and he will not leave or 
forsake this family in the midst of their trial.

When the pregnancy has progressed to the second or 
third trimester before the baby dies, the minister should 
expect deep grief. Such a death, while relatively rare, 
usually occurs without any warning symptoms. Women 
have enjoyed smooth pregnancies only to %nd at a rou-
tine o$ce visit or scheduled sonogram evaluation that 
the baby has died. Sometimes the mother has noticed 
decreased then absent fetal movement, but more o&en 
the news comes as a total surprise. 

!e minister involved in such cases will do well to 
remember the power of prayer and presence. No words 
can undo the tragedy. In fact even when the answer to 
“Why?” is known (knot in the cord, placental problems, 
abnormal fetal development), these facts offer little 
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relief. !e pain is unspeakably deep.
!e mother needs to see the child and even hold the 

baby a&er the birth, if at all possible. Even babies who 
have been dead for an extended period of time or have 
major birth defects have areas of beauty that the medi-
cal sta" can highlight. My experience tells me that the 
mother does need to see the infant if possible to experi-
ence closure and to feel certain that the baby did die. For 
those rare exceptions when the mother refuses to see the 
child or for medical reasons cannot, I recommend the 
sta" take a few pictures or provide a lock of hair because, 
weeks later, mothers and fathers may %nd considerable 
comfort in these keepsakes.

Babies who reach the second trimester may weigh 
one-half pound to two pounds and will be fully formed 
when delivered. A memorial service and burial may be 
appropriate. State laws vary as to what is considered a 
“stillbirth” requiring funeral arrangements and what is 
considered miscarriage, handled by the hospital. Sensi-
tivity is essential here. It is best simply to grieve the loss 
along with the grieving parents.

When dealing with a couple that has been diagnosed 
with an anencephalic child or other disorder incompat-
ible with life, one must appreciate the delicate balance 
between mother’s mental wellbeing and the life of the 
infant. !ough imperfect, as we all are to some degree, 
this baby too is precious and made in God’s image. I 
suggest allowing the couple time to grieve, to pray, and 
allow a few days before making the decision about tim-
ing of delivery. O&en alternative options may seem far 
more suitable. As one patient relayed to me, “This is 
the only time I’ll ever have to spend with this child. I 
will treasure it, and her.” !is particular patient carried 
the baby to term, whereupon the baby died shortly a&er 
delivery, but there was time to grieve, to say goodbye, 
and to plan a memorial service including naming the 
child. !is decision demonstrated appropriate respect 
for the dignity of this human life, even with imperfec-
tions. These are unspeakably difficult ministry situa-
tions, but they can be handled well. 

Obstetric deaths raise theological issues. Wisdom 
would demand deep reflection as a minister before 
encountering such a crisis. !is includes having clarity 
about babies’ eternal destinies before being approached 

to preside over a baby’s funeral or minister to a couple 
facing or following miscarriage. Such memorial services 
are incredibly di$cult but can minister grace and hope 
at such a time.

When sin brought judgment on Adam’s o"spring, 
the curse on the woman connected pain and su"ering 
with childbearing. Pregnancy loss drives us to God in 
humility, recognizing the implications of humanity’s 
Fall. !is is not to suggest that a woman who has expe-
rienced a pregnancy loss is in some way at fault for the 
loss. It means only that all humans experience the rami-
%cations of the Fall and yearn for a day when all creation 
will be restored. 

!e person seeking to o"er comfort must walk with 
the couple not only through the process of the funeral, 
but also in the months to come. Remembering the 
anniversary of the baby’s “due date” and the death date 
can make an enormous impact. It is wise to consider 
one’s own emotional health during these crises as well, 
because bearing such burdens will exact a signi%cant toll 
on the minister. “I li& up my eyes unto the hills? Where 
will my help come from? My help comes from the Lord, 
creator of heaven and earth” (Psalm 121:1).

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Cutrer, William. !e Church Leader’s Handbook. Grand 
Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2009.
Glahn, Sandra, and William Cutrer. When Empty Arms 
Become a Heavy Burden. Grand Rapids: Kregel Publica-
tions, 2010.
MacArthur, John. Safe in the Arms of God: Truth $om 
Heaven about the Death of a Child. Nashville: !omas 
Nelson, 2003.
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Randy Stinson: Tell us what we 
might do in our churches help pas-
tors to be more e!ective as fathers.

Ken Can"eld: When it comes to 
serving well as a pastor and as a father, 
%rst, you cannot get away from the fact 
that you do live in a glass house. Other 
children will tell their parents, “The 
pastor’s kids get to do this.” !ey will 
use that as a way to sway their parents. 
It’s very important for your children to 
know that there are times when you are 
closing the curtains, so to speak, and 
they can be who they are. !e best time 
for pastoral leaders I have found, in 
interviewing and talking to their chil-
dren, are vacations where you can go 
and reconnect with your child or with 
your spouse, not with church people or 
while attending a conference but time 
focused on reconnecting. ... If you are 
a pastor, guard your family and chil-
dren. If I were Satan—the one that the 
Scriptures also call a father, “the father 
of lies”—do you know what I would 
do to subvert work of God the Father? 
I would go a&er the households of the 

pastoral leaders and I would hammer on them and on 
their children.  

A second thought for pastors: one capacity you may 
have that others in your congregation may not is #ex-
ibility of time. Recognize that many of your work hours 
happen at night or on weekends, and invest that #exibil-
ity of time in your children and in your marriage. 

I recently analyzed data from 20,000 evangelicals 
related to the pastoral leadership. If there is a disrup-
tion—let’s say an a"air—in the family life of someone 
among the church’s senior leadership, it has a profound 
and signi%cant e"ect on the men, but not so much the 
women, in a congregation in terms of their own family 
life satisfaction. If you’re in a congregation where there 
is some real failure morally in the senior leadership, 
there is a signi%cant in#uence that that leadership leaves 
behind on the families of the church.

Don’t fall prey to the notion that I hear so many 
times: “Look, the devil doesn’t take anytime o" ! How 
can I take time o" ?” Now, how wise is that really? Do 
you want your model for time-management to be the 
devil? If God rested, how much more do his people 
need to rest! 

!e Puritans said that the covenant is ful%lled not 
by having all of your children necessarily follow and 
become covenant bearers and recipients (although, obvi-
ously, they desired all of their children to follow Christ, 
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as should we) but if even one child follows through. 
!ey knew the waywardness of man and woman. 

Stinson: Does an emphasis on developing strong 
fathers undermine motherhood?

Canfield: Fatherhood that is coercive or authori-
tarian can undercut a mother’s social and emotional 
in#uence—but that’s not the sort of fatherhood that is 
described in Scripture. When motherhood is rich and 
full of depth, the mother sees the value of fatherhood. 
She sees that she in her status and her husband in his 
are working together for the good and for the bene%t of 
those children. Neither is better than the other. 

!e Puritans had this adage: “!e mother of your 
child is your eye to see when you’re not there; she is your 
hand that touches; she is your voice.” In this way, the 
Puritans brought together motherhood and fatherhood 
in partnership. 
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Spiritual Parenting: An Awakening for Today’s Fami-
lies. By Michelle Anthony. David C. Cook, 2010, 219 
pages, $14.99.
It has been said that the work of orthodox teaching is 
not only to present the same old truths without com-
promise but to present them more beautifully and 
believably than they were considered before the teach-
ing began. !ere is really nothing new to say about Jesus 
(or parenting for that matter), but there are worthy 
things to say, and they should be said well.

In chapter 4 of Raising Children To Adore God (Cho-
sen, 2003), Patrick Kavanaugh explored the idea of mak-
ing both church and home into environments that will 
instill in our children a life-long passion to worship the 
one true God. Kavanaugh unpacked %ve principles that 
should characterize the “home environment”: uncondi-
tional love, impartial justice, wisdom, stability, and the 
centrality of Jesus. !at chapter is one that I’ve returned 
to again and again when re#ecting on parenting, and 
I was reminded of its simplicity again and again while 
reading Michelle Anthony’s book, Spiritual Parenting. 

Anthony serves as Pastor of Family Ministry at 
ROCKHarbor Church in California and as Fam-
ily Ministry Architect for David C. Cook Publishing 
Company. Anthony never quotes Kavanaugh, but they 
see the same themes in the scriptures, and she does a 
good job of re-telling the same old truths, and telling 

them well.
Like Kavanaugh, Anthony recognizes that it is 

not the job of the parent to “merely control my child’s 
behavior and by doing so somehow create a spiritual 
life for him or her” (15). Rather, the goal is to pass on 
a “vibrant and transforming faith,” the kind of faith in 
which children “know and hear God’s voice,” “desire 
to obey Him,” and will to obey him “not in their own 
power, but in the power of the Holy Spirit” (16). Such 
faith begins with %rm conviction and personal surren-
der. !e corresponding conduct then comes not merely 
as behavior modi%cation or “sin management” but as a 
by-product of genuine faith (24).

Anthony then encourages parents with the follow-
ing words, “!e joy of parenting can be spent on cul-
tivating environments for our children’s faith to grow, 
teaching them to cultivate a love relationship with Jesus 
as we cultivate our own, living our lives authentically 
in front of them so that they become eyewitnesses to 
our own transformation” (25). Her ten environments 
include three identity-forming environments, three mis-
sional environments, the environment of correction, 
and three environments for spiritual formation. 

3 Identity-forming Environments (Storytelling, Iden-
tity, Faith Community). Understanding life in light of 
God’s redemption story is an essential skill for all Chris-
tians. It helps kids (and parents alike) see that God, the 
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main character of the grand story, has already won the 
victory over Satan, sin, and death. Parenting in light of 
the story helps us to see that each of our children is more 
than our kid. !ey are all actual or potential brothers 
and sisters in Christ. We must help kids gravitate toward 
who they are called to be in Christ—chosen, adopted, 
redeemed, sealed, and given an inheritance—rather 
than who they are accused of being by the world, their 
sinful nature, and the Devil. The church community 
also plays a vital part in the identity-forming process. 
It strengthens kids’ identities through the richness of 
worship and rhythms of celebration and remembering 
(cf. pages 92-95 for ideas). Christian kids %nd a reprieve 
in the faith community from their mission as “aliens” 
amongst lost friends–time to be with others who are 
“not of this world” so that they can continue to live with 
faith and conviction in it.

Practically speaking, Anthony recommends pray-
ing blessings over your kids as a practical means of 
forming identity (77-78). This is a great suggestion 
because it phrases “identity promises” in the form of a 
prayer. One potential danger of identity language (that 
Anthony doesn’t mention) is giving children who are 
not yet Christians false assurances—potentially encour-
aging children to trust their parent’s promises rather 
than Jesus’ promises. As parents, we should recognize 
that there is a need for “come to Jesus” moments where 
we call our children to embrace an identity that they 
have not only merely forgotten but have not yet ever 
embraced (cf. the section “Messengers of Good News” 
on pages 195–96).

3 Missional Environments (Service, Out of the Com-
fort Zone, Responsibility). A servant heart is always ready 
to ask the question, “What needs to be done?” and say, 
“!is is my responsibility.” !e Holy Spirit o&en uses 
service, responsibility, and movement away from per-
sonal comforts to cultivate a view of our lives as living 
and radical sacri%ces generously given away for Christ’s 
cause. At my local church, we don’t use the term “volun-
teers” but instead have adopted the term “servants” for 
all of our children’s ministry workers. However, I hadn’t 
thought of applying this same principle to the home 
until reading Anthony’s suggestion of replacing “chores” 
with “acts of service.” 

The Environment of Course Correction. Anthony 
gives an excellent and redemptive treatment of disci-
pline based on Hebrews 12:11-13 as well as insights 
from Dallas Willard. Biblical discipline for a child 
encompasses (a) a season of pain, (b) an opportunity 
to build up in love, and (c) a vision of a corrected path 
with the purpose of healing at its core–making certain 
to communicate that we need God’s help to change 
(158–64). 

One of the greatest dangers in any parenting book 
is the temptation to think that the methods presented 
are full proof: “If I do this, then my kids will turn out 
right.” !is temptation could be particularly strong for 
the reader on page 164: “!e %nal piece of this disci-
pline journey is that, later on, this corrective path pro-
duces a harvest of righteousness and peace. !is is part 
of the beautiful outcome.” It is important to point out 
that the words, “to those who have been trained by it, 
a&erward it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness,” 
in Hebrews 12:11 are a general principle for discipline. 
!ey do not guarantee that every child will be receptive 
to training. As Leslie Leyland-Fields has written (“!e 
Myth of the Perfect Parent: Why the Best Parenting 
Techniques Don’t Produce Christian Children,” Chris-
tianity Today, Jan. 8, 2010), perfect parenting does not 
make perfect children. God is the perfect Father, but 
He has many prodigal children, and many of them will 
never return home. We can, however, have con%dence 
that the gospel will bear fruit (Col 1:6) and should 
remember that another important step in discipline is 
prayer. Parents must pray that God will be gracious to 
allow their discipline to be truly corrective by changing 
their kids’ hearts.

3 Environments for Spiritual Formation (Love and 
Respect, Knowing, Modeling). Children need an envi-
ronment of love and respect in order to be free to both 
receive God’s grace and to be gracious toward others. 
An environment of unconditional love (where love is 
not withheld because of behavior) helps children to see 
God’s love “while we were yet sinners” (Rom 5:8). In 
this environment, children will learn that they can be 
fully known by God and yet also fully loved by him. 
Parents who are personally loving and learning to know 
God more create an environment that upholds and 
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displays God’s truth in the “natural daily #ow of life” 
(Deut 6:4-9; 192-–95). !e goal is to “give children a 
foundation that is based on knowing God, believing 
his word, and having a relationship with him through 
Christ. !ese are essentials for faith, and they all begin 
with knowing God” (197). 

I recommend Anthony’s book, and I am thankful 
for it. Like Kavanaugh before her, Anthony’s book con-
tains grace-%lled encouragements for creating and nur-
turing environments for spiritual growth in our homes. 
She has good things to say, and she says them well.

Jared Kennedy, !.M.
Pastor for Children’s and Family Ministry

Sojourn Community Church, Louisville, KY

I received a complimentary copy of the book, Spir-
itual Parenting, from David C. Cook for review pur-
poses.

Together: Adults and Teenagers Transforming the 
Church. By Je! Baxter. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2010, 192 pp., $16.99.
Youth ministry is in trouble. Not only are most teenag-
ers indi"erent about Christ and the gospel, but youth 
ministers, by and large, have found themselves on the 
brink of exhaustion, toiling under the weight of unre-
alistic expectations, acute disappointment, and the 
perpetual onslaught of daily responsibilities. Add to 
these discouraging factors the crushing reality of bro-
ken homes, one’s regular exposure to unsavory features 
of youth culture, and the confusion caused by the cur-
rent lengthening of adolescent development, and it is 
not di$cult to see why Je" Baxter, author of Together: 
Adults and Teenagers Transforming the Church, has 
raised the alarm. 

Baxter is not just about sounding a warning ; he 
desires to provide a solution to ailing youth ministries 
and youth ministers. He hopes to encourage youth pas-
tors—and the church at large—to reconsider the goals 
and priorities of their current youth ministry and to 
recalibrate their e"orts according to the biblical sche-
matic. Speci%cally, Baxter wants to see students grow 
in genuine spiritual maturity, to be firmly integrated 
into the life of the church, and to have parents actively 

involved in the discipleship process of their teenagers. 
Accordingly, Baxter develops his book by examin-

ing several important aspects of youth ministry. First, 
Baxter addresses the issue of adolescence and adoles-
cent brain development (chapter 2). Next, he confronts 
issues related to age-segregation and parental involve-
ment in the spiritual lives of their students (chapter 3). 
Baxter then surveys the cultural landscape, noting some 
of the central contours of our current age and how such 
realities impact students (chapter 4). In the latter half of 
the book, Baxter gives attention to the subject of leader-
ship within youth ministry (chapter 5), evangelism in 
a changing culture (chapter 6) and the importance of 
simple discipleship (chapter 7). Baxter concludes the 
book with a brief parable, closing remarks, and collec-
tion of appendices for further evaluation and re#ection.

Much of Baxter’s work is to be commended. He 
approaches the crisis of contemporary youth ministry 
with compassion for youth ministers and a desire to see 
students follow Jesus Christ in sincerity and growing 
maturity. Throughout Together, Baxter offers helpful 
observations into the nature of modern youth culture 
and its effect on students, while providing practical 
insights for e"ective and godly leadership. Baxter also 
exhorts pastors to integrate youth into the greater 
church body so that students might learn and grow 
from their interaction with older and wiser Christians. 
Youth ministers are also admonished to prefer inten-
tional discipleship over mere friendly, informal contact 
with students and to cultivate a healthy partnership 
with parents.

Despite these strengths, however, Baxter’s book falls 
short of delivering a robust theology of youth ministry 
due to his heavy reliance on the psychosocial category 
of “adolescence.” Adolescence is de%ned as “those in the 
period between puberty and adulthood, [and] the time 
when a child is growing up into a mature adult” (39). 
Baxter recognizes that the category of “adolescence” is 
a recent classi%cation and attributes the emergence of 
this developmental phase to “biological and cultural 
in#uences” (40), and he believes that many teenagers 
are experiencing undue stress, loneliness, and su"ering 
a lack of identity due to pressure to grow up too fast 
(42-44, 78, 79). As such, youth pastors must “take this 
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speci%c phase of life seriously,” (40) and become “famil-
iar with what is going on in teenage brains in order to 
disciple youth for Jesus Christ” (38)—e"ectiveness in 
ministry to youth will depend largely upon one’s famil-
iarity with this cultural and biological phenomenon.

It is difficult, however, to discern exactly how the 
category of adolescence is expected to inform youth 
ministers. Baxter emphasizes that youth ministers must 
“limit the pressure” (50) on youth in light of their cur-
rent situation. He states clearly that this does not mean 
that pastors are to lower the standards of Christian 
practice and belief as they pertain to youth (50), yet he 
does not provide a clear answer as to what it does mean 
to limit pressure on teenagers. In addition, his discus-
sion throughout chapter 2 on deviant teenage behavior 
seems as if he has allowed the category of adolescence 
to provide excuses for teenage sin and rebellion. !is 
concern is again found in Baxter’s chapter on the gospel 
in which little to no room is given to important issues 
of sin, repentance, justification, or sanctification (see 
103–23). 

Furthermore, in his insistence that teenagers are cur-
rently encouraged to grow up too fast, Baxter is not care-
ful to identify the actual cause of teenage immaturity. 
Baxter argues that, “Today’s teenagers are faced with 
tremendous pressure to be ‘adult-like’ in their thinking 
and actions” (49). Requiring students to assume adult 
responsibilities such as “making car payments, grocery 
shopping, caring for younger siblings” impedes teen-
agers from growing at a “healthy developmental pace” 
(49). As a result, teens’ desire for independence o&en 
entices them to embrace “adult-like” behaviors such as 
smoking, sex, drinking and reckless driving (49). But is 
such foolish behavior really to be blamed on the expec-
tation that teens should accept growing responsibility? 

Baxter fails to ask whether lowering such expecta-
tions may actually perpetuate teenage immaturity and 
the kind of deviant behavior described above. Indeed, 
psychologist Robert Epstein has argued that the cate-
gory of adolescence harms teenage development because 
it robs young men and women of the opportunity to 
accept greater responsibility and to temper their unruly 
impulses, thus keeping them from steadily growing into 
the adults they were meant to be (see, Robert Epstein, 

Teen 2.0). !is is especially tragic because Baxter desires 
to see teens grow into adult maturity but clinging 
uncritically to the category of adolescence will hinder 
teens from doing just that. 

Derek Brown
Ph.D. Candidate

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

ApParent Privilege. By Steve Wright. Wake Forest, 
NC: In#uest Ministries, 2008, 175 pp., $14.99.
During the %rst several years in the family ministry con-
versation, there were drastically opposing views with 
the most drastic opinions calling for the disbandment 
of local church youth ministry. Four years ago the grow-
ing concern with discipleship in the local church took a 
decided turn for the good with the release of ApParent 
Privilege by Steve Wright. Wright, a seasoned veteran 
local church youth pastor and parent of three teenagers, 
o"ers this follow-up to Re!ink that raises the stakes for 
parents and church leaders everywhere. Wright begins 
with a strong statement of parental responsibility and 
in#uence in the lives of their children. “For years par-
ents have bought into a lie that the greatest in#uences in 
their children’s lives are peers, media, and others outside 
of the home” (17). Wright maintains that it just is not 
true. !e foremost purpose of this book is the primacy 
of parental discipleship in the home. Wright weaves this 
core biblical principle throughout the entire book.

Wright is quick to explain that the landscape has 
drastically changed. He outlines the new landscape in 
four ways that parents must never cease evaluating : 
shi&ing battleground, shi&ing morals, shi&ing to a Post-
Christian nation, and shifting adolescences (31–38). 
Two of the evil one’s greatest tools for destroying fami-
lies are ignorance and denial. Wright calls parents to be 
aware of the shi&ing landscape of a culture that caters to 
their children.

Capturing the intent of Deuteronomy 6, Wright 
outlines the power of words in the faith growing pro-
cess with children. He contrasts this with the opposi-
tional voices that are speaking to children and is quick 
to point out that those voices are now coming from 
more subversive means, especially the Internet. Internet 
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media should rightly raise a great concern as it is o&en 
unmonitored. Wright calls parents “to %ght to keep the 
battle outside the home” (32) by being vigilant to guard 
what they allow to penetrate the walls of their home.

To ensure parents and church leaders keep the mat-
ter centered, Wright is faithful to lay out a robust bib-
lical foundation for each element, beginning with a 
concise theology of family. !is commitment to biblical 
foundations is the key that launches this book to the 
forefront of parenting resources.

ApParent Privilege hammers home several important 
issues for the Christian parent. As parents travel down 
the road of leading the family, they should remember 
the following key points. First, Wright asserts that 
model parenting is the di"erence between good parent-
ing and godly parenting (64). !e missing element that 
makes a good parent a godly parent is a daily, authentic 
Christian walk. Wright states that “Christian parents 
must take hold of the incredible privilege of modeling” 
(66) that Christian walk.

Parents must not only serve as models but also part-
ner with the church. It is o&en overlooked in Deuter-
onomy 6, but the Shema commands the attention of the 
nation with the words, “Hear therefore, O Israel” (v.3). 
Just prior to Moses commanding parents to disciple 
their children, he calls the attention of all God’s people. 
As Wright supports, godly parenting requires the family 
and church to work together as God intended. Accord-
ing to Wright, this requires placing “equal importance 
on family and church” (99). 

Last, Wright directs the call to godly parenting 
squarely where it must be directed—to fathers. Take a 
look at this passage in Malachi 4:6: “And he will turn 
the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of 
children to their fathers, lest I come and strike the land 
with a decree of utter destruction.” !e %nal word in the 
Old Testament has everything to do with fathers and 
their children. In a similar fashion, tucked away at the 
end of chapter 8, Wright hits every dad right between 
the eyes. Every dad in the church must read these words, 
“our career really isn’t our job” (146). Wright has accu-
rately called fathers to recalibrate their understanding of 
their primary job as fathers and career men. !is reversal 
of priority has robbed families of the power of a father’s 

presence. Wright follows this up with a solid reproduc-
ible brief job description for dads.

It’s imperative that every senior pastor, youth pastor, 
and children’s pastor get this book into the hands of 
every parent possible. ApParent Privilege is a founda-
tional resource for every local church family ministry. 

Troy W. Temple, Ph.D.
Associate Dean for Masters Studies,

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

Impress Faith on Your Kids. By Mark Holmen. Nash-
ville, TN: Randall House, 2011, 128 pp., $11.99.
It’s o&en true that simpler is better. In the landscape of 
family ministry discussions in the church today, solutions
can sometimes feel elusive. Church leaders seem to be 
aiming at the same thing but approach it from di"erent 
angles. While there are a few who offer a robust theo-
logical foundation for family discipleship, there are oth-
ers who have presented a simple executable strategy that 
any parent could employ within minutes of reading the 
first chapter. Mark Holmen has given readers the lat-
ter. Impress Faith on Your Kids has put the core values of 
family discipleship easily within reach for parents at any 
level of spiritual maturity. His simple process turns up 
the microscope on Deuteronomy 6:3-9. As he progresses 
through these verses, the author o"ers highly practical 
suggestions that parents will %nd simple but truly e"ec-
tive. Four strong take-a-ways are highlighted below. 

First, the gospel is the top priority. Ultimately, the 
strength of this book is rightly located in the %rst chap-
ter. Holmen outlines the ultimate agenda for impressing 
faith on your kids as one not of moral endeavors but one 
of life and death. !e simple plan for great parenting 
is to lead our “children into life not death” (7). While 
those words may not seem cutting edge, they dictate the 
end goal of parenting in all aspects and re#ect a biblical 
value of parenting. 

Second, parents are primarily responsible to disci-
ple their children. Holmen spends a few pages discuss-
ing a common phenomenon in local church ministry 
that he labels “drop o",”: de%ned as “letting the profes-
sionals do it, an outsourcing approach to parenting 
and impressing faith on your children” (31). !is must 
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be seen as a biblically inaccurate parenting strategy. 
Holmen includes references to statistics to support the 
need for parents to actively lead the faith process in 
the home. He, however, does not include any critical 
assessment of the various studies that yielded the sta-
tistics but rather lets them stand at face value, leaving 
the reader to decipher their validity. !e style of this 
book may not have warranted any assessment of those 
statistics. !ere is no doubt that this book aims to help 
parents become more faithful in their God-given role 
given. !e author raises a concern that is pervasive in 
the church today: “When it comes to doing what we 
need to do to lead our kids to life, through faith in 
Christ, I don’t think parents have any idea how impor-
tant their actions and behaviors at home are” (35).

Third, parents need to have a plan. In creating a 
tangible strategy for impacting the spiritual growth 
of your children, Holmen offers a strong suggestion 
that every parent should implement. In chapter two, 
he walks through a brief process whereby fathers can 
lead their family to charter a family mission statement. 
“A lot of families are struggling today because they are 
trying to build their family without a plan” (24). !e 
simple, sequential process for a family mission statement 
will help parents lay a strong foundation for charting 
the course and leading their children to life. Although 
he does not include biblical texts in the family mis-
sion statement process, the primary questions that he 
suggests should easily %nd their basis in God’s Word. I 
would add to the family mission statement process by 
asking each family member, especially the parents, to 
include a scriptural reference for each suggestion they 
bring to the process, if possible.

Fourth, parents must live the Word. Holmen does 
an exemplary job of maintaining a simple awareness of 
the basic foundational doctrine found in the Deuter-
onomy 6 passage. He spends the remaining chapters 
driving home essential principles from the text that are 
o&en read quickly, leaving little opportunity to absorb 
the heart and intention of the very words.

One strong recommendation is to put this book 
in the hands of fathers who have seemingly tight 
schedules. With community and accountability, this 
resource could liberate the unfounded perception that 

impressing faith on your kids is complicated. It just 
might spark a courageous season in the life of a church. 
Make no mistake, it is not easy. !e task for parents 
is o&en a di$cult one but it does not have to be com-
plicated. !e author o"ers transparent testimony of 
his personal journey through these suggestions and 
understands that it is a process that requires adjust-
ment along the way.

!ere are times when parents desire a more e"ective 
process for leading the spiritual growth of their chil-
dren. !is book has put simple but powerful principles 
well within reach for any Christian parent. 

Troy W. Temple, Ph.D.
Associate Dean for Masters Studies, 

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

Family Shepherds: Calling and Equipping Men to 
Lead !eir Homes. By Voddie Baucham Jr. Wheaton, 
IL: Crossway, 2011, 192 pp., $15.99.
Until a few years ago, Voddie T. Baucham Jr. was 
known primarily as a cultural apologist and popular 
speaker at youth events. Much of that shi&ed in 2007 
with the publication of Family Driven Faith: Doing 
What It Takes to Raise Sons and Daughters Who Walk 
with God. With Family Driven Faith, Baucham’s name 
became associated with a growing family ministry 
movement. Most of this attention was positive, rec-
ognizing his strong call for intentional family disciple-
ship. Other responses were more critical, choosing 
to focus almost exclusively on the viability of family-
integrated ministry—despite the fact that only one 
chapter in the book even raised the issue of family-
integrated churches, and Baucham explicitly stated 
that he didn’t intend this model to serve as a blueprint 
for every church (Family Driven Faith, 213).

In Family Shepherds: Calling and Equipping Men 
to Lead !eir Homes, Baucham brings together his pas-
sion for family discipleship with his earlier emphasis on 
developing a gospel-centered worldview. He presents 
family as a primary context for worldview formation 
(“family is the cornerstone of society,” 11) and then 
identi%es the father as primarily responsible for cultivat-
ing gospel-centeredness in his family. Baucham does not 



7272

propose in this book to promote any particular para-
digm for family ministry. He brie#y mentions family-
integrated ministry in the book’s opening pages, sets 
the issue aside, and plows forward without looking back 
(12-13). He aims to present “transcendent truths that 
govern Christian fatherhood” with the goal of preparing 
Christian men for their God-ordained responsibility to 
lead families (11, 13).
Particularly in the %rst chapter, Baucham draws heav-
ily from Old Testament precepts as he develops bib-
lical foundations for family discipleship. He brushes 
aside any concerns related to this approach by attribut-
ing such concerns to a “dispensational” bent or to an 
overemphasis on “discontinuity between Old and New 
Covenants” (20). To be fair, Baucham has done the 
necessary exegetical work to develop a hermeneutically 
sound framework for his use of the Old Testament in 
almost every instance. Still, in a work that includes so 
many references to the Old Testament, it might have 
been helpful to include a section to help laypeople 
understand how and why his applications of Old Cov-
enant texts to New Covenant realities are warranted. 

The second chapter of Family Shepherds develops 
a “three-pronged” approach to family discipleship 
through exegesis of Paul’s letter to Titus, while chapter 
three compares the biblical expectations with the life-
style of a %ctitious “typical churchgoing” family (39).

Chapter four, “Heralding the Gospel at Home,” is 
Baucham at his best. !is chapter serves as a launching 
pad for the remainder of the book and grounds the hus-
band’s priestly and prophetic roles in the gospel. (!e 
chapter also includes a true story from a family trip that 
involves a bidet. Any time you can include a bidet in a 
book for the church market, you know it’s been a good 
writing day.) Baucham explains what the gospel is not 
before proceeding to define what the gospel is (55), 
then explains what the gospel requires and produces 
(59). His understanding of the gospel as eschatological 
becomes the foundation for seeing the family as a God-
ordained means (rather than an end in itself ) and for 
showing patience and grace toward one’s wife and chil-
dren. !e next two chapters demonstrate that catechesis 
(63) and family worship (73) are e"ective means for the 
communication of the gospel in families.

Baucham emphasizes the “primacy” of marriage among 
human relationships (91). According to Baucham, the 
husband’s career relationships exist to serve his family, 
not the other way around. Children are the fruit of the 
marriage relationship, not the foundation. Baucham’s 
point of prioritizing marriage (97) strengthens his pre-
vious assertion that the goal is not merely to develop a 
healthy family but to rehearse the gospel together as a 
family (13). As a living picture of Christ’s relationship 
with the church, marriage must take precedence over 
careers and children (98). When children see a husband 
love his wife as Christ loved the church, they see the gos-
pel lived out in #esh and blood. Baucham’s %nal words 
on male headship in the home are brief and straightfor-
ward (101), providing a substantive primer on navigat-
ing secular and Christian feminism.

It did seem that one additional question might have 
been addressed in this section: How speci%cally should 
husbands disciple their wives? Baucham rightly declares 
that a husband must prioritize his wife. Yet beyond lead-
ing in catechesis and family worship (which seem to 
focus more on the man’s children than on his wife), how 
does a husband lead his wife spiritually? I suspect that 
most men have no idea how to answer that question. A 
handful of practical suggestions might have strength-
ened this section.
Baucham draws a clear contrast between a biblical per-
spective on parenting and behaviorist approaches. To 
illustrate this contrast, he broadens the definition of 
Pelagianism to include a range of contemporary per-
spectives that treat children’s nature as neutral rather 
than corrupted (115-117). To exemplify parental Pela-
gianism in action, Baucham appeals to a self-published 
book by Michael and Debi Pearl, To Train Up a Child. 
Perhaps it would have been helpful to address a more 
popular book on Christian parenting—and there 
are many from which to choose!—that exemplifies a 
Pelagian approach. !at said, Baucham’s central point 
regarding contemporary Pelagianism is presented clearly 
and memorably. 

Baucham helpfully distinguishes between forma-
tive discipline and corrective discipline. !e chapter on 
formative discipline summarizes and paraphrases Cot-
ton Mather’s A Family Well Ordered for contempo-
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rary audiences—this summation, in itself, provides a 
welcome tool for pastors and parents. !e chapter on 
corrective discipline presents corporal punishment as 
“necessary,” appealing to texts from Proverbs as if they 
are prescriptive commands rather than inspired obser-
vations regarding typical patterns of wise living (140-
141). Spanking certainly stands within the range of 
appropriate responses for Christian parents; however, 
it seems that presenting corporal punishment as neces-
sary may be pressing the proverbial texts too far. For 
some children—particularly if they have been adopted 
from abusive backgrounds—corporal punishment can 
be counterproductive. 
!e last section of Family Shepherds urges men to re-
evaluate their lifestyles and includes clear recommen-
dations regarding church membership, time use, and 
culture shaping. Less effective is the final word on 
“fatherless families” (173). Ministering to single-parent 
families is a struggle in almost every church, especially 
when those single parents are mothers. Yet the recom-
mendations for how family shepherds can serve these 
single-parent families seem vague compared with the 
rest of the book. And what about children who come 
to church with no parents at all? How should family 
shepherds minister to them?

All such questions aside, Family Shepherds is highly 
recommended for use in men’s groups, one-on-one 
mentoring, and premarital counseling. Equipping and 
mobilizing men is a necessary foundation for cultivating 
gospel-centered families. Far too many men’s ministry 
resources have relied on surface-level solutions instead 
of showing men what it looks like to guide their wives 
and children as Christ-imitating servant-leaders. !is 
text centers equipping in the gospel and demonstrates 
how this functions in the home and church.

W. Ryan Steenburg, Ph.D.
Founder and Director

Daddy Discipleship

Timothy Paul Jones, Ph.D.
Associate Vice President for Online Education

!e Southern Baptist !eological Seminary

Family-Integrated Church: Healthy Families, Healthy 
Church. By J. Mark Fox. Camarillo, CA: Xulon 
Press, 2006, 188 pp., $14.99.
Family is a key theme throughout the text of the Bible. 
And family is a key theme throughout Mark Fox’s book 
Family-Integrated Church. In his book, Mark Fox shares 
the journey of his congregation that grew out of meager 
beginnings in an e"ort to encourage families, to provide 
some instruction, and to awaken a desire in his readers 
to see the fruitful bene%ts of a family-integrated church 
(10).

Fox’s self-published book contains twenty chap-
ters plus a Foreword and an A&erword. Chapters one 
through seven provide an historical overview of Antioch 
Community Church, describing the birth, relocation, 
and shi& to a family-integrated church in rural North 
Carolina. The remaining chapters describe various 
aspects of the church’s philosophy and polity including 
home groups, elders, church discipline, discipleship, and 
evangelism.

Antioch Community Church was born as a church 
plant in March 1987 with %ve families meeting in the 
building of a local Christian organization. !e young 
church held traditional Sunday school prior to the wor-
ship service, Wednesday evening cell group Bible stud-
ies, and !ursday evening outreach (12). In 1993, the 
church was asked to hold weekly Sunday morning ser-
vices at Elon University (34-35), an on-campus ministry 
that lasted for nine years.

Fox shares that with the campus ministry, the 
church’s heart began to change and strived to be more 
family-focused. He writes, “God was changing the 
vision of the church … We began to see that the heart of 
the church was family” (44). !e %nal step of Antioch’s 
shift to a family-integrated church took place when 
the unsuccessful search for program teachers led the 
elders to discontinue age-organized programs. From 
that point on, Antioch abandoned the age-organized 
approach and became a family-integrated church.

One of the most refreshing aspects to Fox’s book is 
the position he takes on programs within the church. 
His position, unlike the position of !e National Cen-
ter for Family-Integrated Churches (NCFIC) is that 
there is nothing wrong with a church having programs 
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(58). What Fox demonstrates throughout his eighth 
chapter is that programs in a church should exist to 
serve a specific purpose and will most-likely tarry for 
only a season (56). !e purpose will be for the needs of 
the people in the church. His critique of age-organized 
church programs is that they too o&en drive the church 
when it should be the people driving the church (52). 
Again, in certain contradiction to NCFIC, Fox does 
not suggest that “any church that o"ers a Sunday school 
program is outside the will of God and therefore dis-
obedient” (55). He does o"er, though, that too many 
churches are deceiving themselves thinking that these 
programs are the best way to reach the children of the 
congregation (55).

!e collection of illustrations and philosophical dis-
courses do not tell how to establish a family-integrated 
church model in an existing church or in a church plant. 
Readers should keep in mind that Fox’s book is descrip-
tive and not prescriptive. Fox shares his experience, and 
that of Antioch Community Church, as an example 
of what God can do when the hearts of the people are 
aligned and unified (138). As with any text, readers 
should be cautioned against reading this treatise as a 
handbook for planting a family-integrated church and 
rather identify the key components that allowed the 
leadership of the church to best meet the needs of the 
congregation and apply certain practices accordingly. 
Church leaders will need to consider di"erences in con-
text, demographics, and resources before presenting 
Antioch’s journey as the means to transition and grow 
their church. 

Fox’s book is saturated with Scripture references. 
Eighteen of the twenty chapters of his book provide ref-
erence to Scripture in some way. Fox’s presentation of 
direct scriptural support for a family-integrated church, 
however, could have been stronger. Scriptural support for 
worshipping together as a family would have strength-
ened the text and would have made the text more useful 
for pastors and church leaders seeking the same type of 
changes Antioch Community Church experienced.

Lorrie Francis, Ph.D.
Adjunct Instructor, Lancaster Bible College

with W. Ryan Steenburg, Ph.D.



7575



7676

!ere is a war constantly raging inside 
us. Paul shares this truth with the 
believers in Rome,1 and I share the 
same truth with you, from my experi-
ence of being a new wife living in the 
waiting period before motherhood. 
The two opponents in this war are 
anxiety and rest. Both of them con-
tended  within me even before I got 
married. I remember from the time 
I was a teenager pondering over the 
questions: Will I find “Mr. Right”? 
What will my dress look like? Where 
will I go on my honeymoon? 

Once I did get married, long a&er I 
started asking these questions, similar 
questions continued to persist: Will we 
have children? When will we have chil-
dren? Is our house or my husband’s sal-
ary big enough to sustain our lifestyle 
with children? What if we have trouble 
conceiving? Will we be infertile? 

One might think these questions 
would stop as I prepare to enter moth-
erhood but they do not: Will I carry 
my baby to term? Will the baby be 
healthy? What are we going to name 

the baby? Will he or she ever come to know Christ? 
!ese questions constantly repeat themselves. 

God, however, has provided the answer to all 
these questions: rest. !e importance of rest is taught 
throughout Scripture, starting in Genesis when God 
rested a&er completing his creation work (2:.1-3). !e 
psalmist says to be still and know that he is God (Ps 
46:10a). Our rest is rooted in God’s care for us and his 
sovereign control over our lives. The command—“do 
not fear”—occurs frequently in the Bible (e.g., Gen 
15:1; Num 14:9; Deut 1:21; Mat 10:31; 1 Pet 3:14; Rev 
2:10). Paul exhorts the Philippian believers to rest in the 
peace of Christ and not be anxious about anything (Phil 
4:6). !e circumstances we %nd ourselves in do not need 
to control us. God has bought rest and comfort for us by 
sending his Son Jesus to pay our full penalty. If he died 
and rose again, then he also can take care of every situa-
tion we face on any given day. We rest by letting God be 
in control. !e following are a few of the Scriptures that 
are most helpful to me when I cry to my husband and 
share with him these questions:

Do not be anxious about anything, but in every-
thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiv-
ing let your requests be known to God. And the 
peace of God which surpasses all understanding, 
will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ 
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Jesus. (Phil 4:6–7)

For the LORD God is a sun and shield; the 
LORD bestows favor and honor. (Ps 84:11a).
Now may our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, and 
God our Father, who loved us, and gave us eternal 
comfort and good hope through grace, comfort 
your hearts and establish them in every good 
work and word. (2 !ess 2:16)

!e sixteenth century Heidelberg Catechism begins 
with a word that is applicable to this struggle between 
anxiety and rest: 

Q1: What is your only comfort in life and in 
death? 
A: !at I am not my own, but belong—body and 
soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Savior 
Jesus Christ. He has fully paid for all my sins with 
His precious blood, and has set me free from the 
tyranny of the devil. He also watches over me in 
such a way that not a hair can fall from my head 
without the will of my Father in heaven: in fact, 
all things must work together for my salvation. 
Because I belong to Him, Christ, by His Holy 
Spirit, assures me of eternal life and makes me 
wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on 
to live for Him.2

When my husband shared that with me, I initially 
mocked him saying, “And that’s supposed to help?” 
However, I have found that these truths not only apply 
when facing motherhood and the potential anxiet-
ies that accompany it, but that they can also stand up 
against any anxiety we may have. When I know I am 
prone to anxiety, I can trust the Scripture will assure me 
that my comfort comes from Christ. When I wonder if 
I’ll be a good mother, the Spirit residing in me gives me 
strength to rest. When I fear that the baby I carry will 
die or be unhealthy, I think to this catechism and know 
that all things work together for my salvation. I knew 
then that these were the truths that I need to always 
cling to in moments of anxiety—to trust the Lord, and 
witness his victory in my rest.

ENDNOTES
1 See Galatians 5:1–25 for Paul’s discussion of the inner 

battle between #esh and spirit. 
2  Kevin DeYoung, The Good News We Almost Forgot: 

Rediscovering the Gospel in a 16th Century Catechism 
(Chicago: Moody, 2010), 20.
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When I became pregnant with my 
first child I realized God graciously 
gives nine months to prepare us for 
the life-changing experience to come. 
Since God established my minis-
try before giving me a child I began 
praying and considering theologically 
what it looks like to be a mother and 
outward minister. I use the word “out-
ward” because I %rmly believe mother-
hood is a ministry in itself.

TRINITARIAN 
FOUNDATIONS 
!e biblical foundation for the model 
I began to see is the Trinity: God is 
three distinct persons; each person is 
fully God yet God remains one being.1 
God is love (1 John 4:16) but love is 
a relational term. In other words, in 
order to love, there must be someone 
or something to love. Some have sug-
gested that God created humanity 
because he needed someone to love. 
Yet John 17:24 tells us that God was 
love before the foundation of the 
world; he was love before he created. 

How could this be? 
!e answer is, of course, the Trinity. At the core of 

God’s being, he is three distinct persons: the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. These three persons are a com-
munity of love. 

Scripture teaches that God did not create human-
ity because he needed humanity (Acts 17:24). Instead, 
he created humanity out of the over#ow of the joy and 
love that exists within the Trinity. As John Piper says, 
God’s joy “wants to share itself.”2 !us we read the strik-
ing statement in Genesis 1:26, “!en God said, ‘Let us 
make man in our image, a&er our likeness.’”

Familial Implications
!e most basic microcosm of human community is the 
family unit. Pregnancy is the way that new image-bearers 
of God are added to the fundamental family unit of a hus-
band and wife. God designed this community to re#ect 
the Trinity by each person %nding their joy or satisfaction 
in God, treasuring each other’s unique individuality and 
roles, and letting this joy over#ow into self-giving acts of 
love toward one another. In sum, humanity re#ects the 
Trinity by being a community of love.

And here is where I believe motherhood and out-
ward ministry merge. Just as the joy within the Trinity 
is expansive—it wants to share itself with others—so 
should it be within a family. As the father, wife, and 
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children live richly in their community of love, this love 
bubbles up and over#ows into one’s outward ministry.

If Trinitarian foundations shape my motherhood and 
my outward ministry, I will not adopt a model of moth-
erhood that focuses solely on my children. Neither will I 
adopt a model of ministry that focuses primarily on the 
outside world while neglecting my children. Instead, my 
model for motherhood will be one that focuses primarily 
on my children (a&er God and husband), while teaching 
them that they are not my sole love. 

Practical Application
If the Trinity shapes motherhood, a mother must prayer-
fully ask at least two questions: (1) How can I cultivate 
familial love? (2) How can our familial love over#ow 
into the lives of others? Here are three examples of what 
this has meant for me personally:

During the %rst month of my daughter’s life I began 
cultivating familial love by meditating on the biblical 
teaching of God’s image upon mankind while a little 
image-bearer lay in my arms day and night. Mundane 
activities of changing diapers and feeding were trans-
formed into meaningful moments of nurturing the dig-
nity of an image-bearer. !is heightened love and respect 
could not be contained within my family unit because I 
began to see others as image-bearers as well. As a result, 
my husband and I decided to host a conference to refresh 
pro-life workers with the biblical teaching of God’s image 
upon mankind. My husband is the chairman of the board 
for Adoring Christ Ministries and our daughter became 
a feature on the conference advertisements. As a result, 
familial love over#owed into familial ministry.

In the first nine months of my daughter’s life, we 
have expressed our love for her in many ways. One of 
them has been providing for her material needs: cloth-
ing, bathing accessories, developmental toys, and other 
items. Our expansive joy has moved us to ask our local 
pregnancy center to pair us with a young single woman 
who made a choice to preserve her child’s life. We are 
making this woman and her daughter friends of our 
family by walking together spiritually and providing 
material goods that will assist her in parenting.

One aspect of my teaching ministry is to encour-
age single women through quarterly letters to %nd rest 

in God as their heavenly husband. A&er taking Valen-
tine’s Day pictures of my daughter to preserve for family 
memories, we decided to make them into cards to send 
to single women with a message of God’s love on Valen-
tine’s Day. 

ENDNOTES
1  Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduc-

tion to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1994), 241.

2  John Piper, Desiring God (Sisters: Multnomah, 1986), 
45.
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Lydia and I married in 2005. Since 
then we have never lived more than 
seven miles from my wife’s parents. My 
father-in-law and I have also worked 
on the same church sta" since 2004. 
While some may view my relationship 
with my in-laws as a little too close 
for comfort, it has been a tremendous 
blessing for my wife and me and our 
now three children. But I can’t tell you 
how many times I’ve been asked, “So, 
what’s it really like living so close to 
your in-laws and working with your 
father-in-law ?” I often feel like I’m 
expected to provide them with some 
lowdown, insider information, but I 
usually respond, “It’s great,” because 
it is.

As a Google search of “in-law 
jokes” reveals, relationships with in-
laws are infamous for their strenuous 
nature. This strain is often rooted in 
the fact that well-established strings 
of dependency upon parents are not 

properly severed following the wedding. My father-
in-law officiated our wedding, and as a wedding gift, 
he scripted our vows (it wasn’t by coincidence that my 
vows were twice as long). In my vows, I promised to be 
the primary caretaker of Lydia since she was now under 
my headship (Gen 2:24; Eph 5:23). This transfer of 
headship from parents to husband, commonly referred 
to as leaving and cleaving, is easier said than done.

Much like a tightrope walker on a high-wire (minus 
the dramatic falling to one’s death aspect), honoring 
parents following the “I dos” requires a skillful balance 
that most newlywed couples lack. As any married cou-
ple can attest, it’s tough to walk the tightrope of leav-
ing parents without withdrawing from them, and at the 
same time being willing to accept their advice without 
being overly dependent upon it. (Of course, parents face 
analogous challenges from their vantage point.) Balance 
will inevitably be lost, resulting in built-up tension, hurt 
feelings, and strained relationships. 

My relationship with my in-laws is not perfect and 
apologies have been exchanged through the years, but 
I get the distinct impression our relationship is health-
ier than most. I attribute our close and simultaneously 
comfortable relationship primarily to the godly wisdom 
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of my in-laws. Yet, I also feel my wife and I have imple-
mented some basic principles that would be helpful 
for all couples whose in-laws are the same people from 
whom they borrow sugar in a pinch. If you %nd yourself 
living in close proximity to in-laws, here are six sugges-
tions that will serve you well as you seek to maintain a 
#ourishing, Christ-honoring relationship.

1. Avoid Being Too Reliant
A level of reliance upon in-laws is to be expected; they are 
family, a&er all. Nonetheless, it is easy to become overly 
dependent when they live in close proximity. !is reli-
ance can manifest itself in numerous ways (e.g., free meals, 
%nancial gi&s, borrowing things, and, as much as I per-
sonally hate to include it, built-in babysitting). We must 
be careful not to take advantage of their graciousness. 
For this reason, guard against developing an unhealthy 
reliance. A steady articulation of thankfulness to in-laws 
is not only appropriate, but it also serves as a continuous 
reminder that our in-laws are truly a blessing. 

2. Protect Your Spouse
Generally parents are quicker to forgive and forget 
the shortcomings of their children than those of their 
child’s spouse. Consequently, children should establish 
boundaries in terms of what they say about their spouse 
to their parents. Discernment should be exercised before 
conversing with parents over contentious issues (e.g., 
marital quarrels, %nances, spouse’s weaknesses). Don’t 
forget that Dad still owns that shotgun he threatened 
to use while you were dating! Additionally, whenever 
there is an issue that needs to be addressed, each child 
should deal with his or her own parents. In so doing, 
the child acts as a bu"er between the parents and the 
spouse. !is approach minimizes the awkwardness of an 
already awkward situation, and it helps prevent parents 
from building up resentment against their child-in-law. 

3. Schedule Time Together and Apart
Striking a healthy balance regarding the amount of 
time you spend with in-laws can be tricky. Because it 
is our tendency to spend too little or too much time 
with our in-laws, keeping a somewhat regular schedule 
of when you will see each other can be beneficial in 

establishing overall expectations for the amount of 
time spent together. With our family, we spend every 
Tuesday evening having dinner with my wife’s parents. 
But on the weekends when I’m home more, we typi-
cally do not schedule time with her family. Carving 
out time together as a family of %ve allows us to bond 
as our own family, separate from in-laws. !is practice 
of keeping a schedule also protects against too many 
unexpected drop-ins! 

4. Separate Work and Home
Amazing possibilities abound when your parent-in-law 
is the same person who can ruin your livelihood by %r-
ing you! Working with one’s in-laws will ideally not be 
a stressor on your relationship; rather, it will result in a 
deepening of your relationship. From my experience, I 
would give two pieces of advice to those working for or 
with a parent-in-law. First, avoid discussing shop when 
together outside the workplace. It’s too easy for work-
related discussions to hinder you from fully enjoying 
time together as a family. Second, strive to be a model 
employee who is a blessing to their supervisor. In so 
doing, you will not only avoid placing you and your in-
laws in uncomfortable positions, but you will undoubt-
edly enhance your relationship. 

5. Avoid Holiday Catastrophes
Some of my fondest memories growing up involved 
spending the holidays with my parents and siblings. 
As fate would have it, my wife also enjoyed spending 
the holidays with her family. This scenario is where 
most newlyweds find themselves: in the precari-
ous position of meeting two sets of expectations. It is 
therefore important for newlyweds to reset everyone’s 
expectations. Doing so will minimize confusion and 
disappointment. Taking the advice of our premarital 
counselor, we decided during our engagement that we 
would rotate the holidays between our families. If we 
spent !anksgiving with my parents, Christmas would 
be spent with hers. !e following year, locations were 
#ip-#opped. One temptation when living near one set 
of in-laws is to think it’s okay to spend more holidays 
with the family living further away since you see them 
less o&en. You want to be careful not to penalize parents 
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for living closer. Whatever your holiday routine is, it 
needs to be fair to both families. 

6. Pray for Your In-Laws
It should go without saying that we need to be faith-
ful in praying for our in-laws and our relationship with 
them. !e devil is in the business of destroying families; 
if he can use a poor relationship with in-laws to drive a 
wedge between you and your spouse, he will not hesitate 
to do so. Without question, prayer is always your great-
est weapon when seeking a healthy relationship with in-
laws and as you %ght for your family’s overall prosperity. 

ENDNOTES
1 For a helpful treatment on this topic, see Wilford 

Wooten’s “Holidays and the In-Laws,” Focus on the 
Family (2006) [on-line]; accessed 19 February 2012; 
available from http://www.focusonthefamily.com/ 
marriage/communication_and_con#ict/inlaw_rela-
tionships/holidays_and_the_inlaws.aspx; Internet. 
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When my husband and I teach our 
two small children, we adjust our 
approach as necessary based on their 
different ages, genders, tempera-
ments, and personalities. !e message 
of Christ remains the same, but the 
strategies we employ are occasionally 
di"erent as we consider God’s unique 
design in each of them. As we seek 
to train Jocelyn and Robbie in the 
way each should go (Prov 22:6), we 
acknowledge that God’s perfect design 
as he knit each of them together in my 
womb (Ps 139:13-14) resulted in two 
precious but di"erent children. 

!is approach of maintaining one 
message through different methods 
isn’t new. Christ taught in the temple, 
on the countryside, by the well, on 
the road, and from a boat. He taught 
individuals, small groups, and crowds. 
In the early church, the apostles con-
sidered the context of those to whom 
they preached; for example, when 

Paul preached in the synagogue, he expected listeners 
to have more familiarity with the law and the prophets 
than he did when preaching to the Gentiles. If you asked 
%ve people in your own church how each came to know 
Christ, each testimony will be unique but Christ will be 
the same in each. 

In the same way, when we teach children and youth 
and adults with disabilities in our homes and in the 
church, what we proclaim (the gospel) doesn’t change 
but how we do so (our strategy) di"ers in response to 
God’s good and di"erent design in each person. When 
I taught writing to middle school students with dis-
abilities in Rio Grande City, Texas, I sought the same 
outcomes through di"erent means, depending on the 
individual strengths and needs of each student. In the 
same way, as I coordinate Access—the special needs 
ministry of Providence Baptist Church—I modify my 
approach as I teach each individual and equip their par-
ents and caregivers.

With my experience and graduate training in special 
education, I am not intimidated by the idea of mod-
ifying my methods while teaching the same message 
of Christ. Most of our teachers don’t share my back-
ground, though, so we created the Special Needs Min-
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istry -uick Reference guide to equip our volunteers. 
We hadn’t planned to use it as a family-equipping tool, 
but it became one when parents began asking for their 
own copies and using the tips while discipling their own 
children and leading their families in worship. 

At Providence, we have chosen to invest in wel-
coming people with disabilities and their families in 
the church because we believe, in the words of 1 Cor-
inthians 12:22, that the parts that the world calls weak 
are actually indispensable to the body of Christ. As we 
consider the Great Commission, we recognize that one 
people group is absent from many churches—the group 
of people with disabilities and their families. We follow 
the Lord who taught the parable of the lost sheep (Luke 
15:3-7, Matt 18:12-14) in which the shepherd leaves 
ninety-nine others to pursue one lost sheep. If we mod-
eled our ministry a&er that parable, one family would 
be enough to make special needs ministry worthwhile. 
However, the prevalence is much greater than that: a 
study published in the journal Pediatrics in May 2011 
indicates that one in six children in the United States 
has a developmental disability.1 

If it is worthwhile to pursue the one missing sheep 
out of a #ock of a hundred, how about the one family in 
every six who is a"ected by disability?

ENDNOTES
1  C.A. Boyle, S. Boulet, L.A. Schieve, R.A. Cohen, S.J. 

Blumberg, M. Yeargin-Allsopp, S. Visser, and, M.D. 
Kogan (2011), “Trends in the Prevalence of Devel-
opmental Disabilities in US Children, 1997–2008,” 
Pediatrics 127:1034-1042. 
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Twenty-four years of pastoral ministry 
have taught me that moms—especially 
mothers of young children—often 
come to church feeling tired, then 
return from church feeling guilty. 
While at church, they hear sermons 
and announcements about doing 
evangelism and serving in the church, 
and they often sense that they are 
failures at both. There never seems 
to be enough time for their maternal 
responsibilities of cooking, cleaning, 
changing diapers, wiping noses, and 
teaching their children, much less for 
reaching out to a lost world with the 
gospel of Jesus in fulfillment of his 
Great Commission or for building up 
the body of Christ in their local fel-
lowship. Even finding a few minutes 
for Bible reading and prayer occasion-
ally is di$cult.

Thus the pulpit proclamations 
of the biblical mandate to reach the 
nations for Christ, and the earnest 

pleas of the pastor about the need for workers in the 
church do not sound like spiritually-galvanizing chal-
lenges that inspire greater faithfulness, rather they o&en 
fall as crushing condemnations upon the weary hearts 
of many moms.

Seasons change in everyone’s lives, and perhaps 
there is no more radical change that occurs in the life 
of a woman than the one that happens the day her %rst 
child arrives. It’s a season that changes with dramatic 
suddenness and lasts as long as there are young children 
around the dinner table and until she has watched her 
%nal soccer practice and piano recital. And among the 
parts of life that seem forced into hibernation during 
this season are private devotions, personal evangelism, 
and consistent ministry in the local church.

My wife and I have a friend named Jean who was one 
of the countless Christian women who felt as though 
her options as a believer were either family or spiritual-
ity; children or church. Discipled well a&er her conver-
sion in her late teens, Jean thrived on a spiritual diet 
meaty with disciplines like the reading, studying, and 
meditating on God’s Word, prayer, fellowship, service, 
evangelism, worship, solitude, journal-keeping, and 
Scripture memory. She felt herself making spiritual 
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progress almost daily. All this continued a&er she mar-
ried her equally-dedicated husband, Roger.

!en, in rapid succession, Jean had three children 
in diapers. Caring for their most basic needs eliminated 
almost every moment of the time she used to devote to 
caring for her soul and ministering to others. Her long-
ings for the things of God reached as high as ever, but 
her time and energy for them had new and severe limits.

On at least three occasions I’ve eavesdropped as Jean 
conversed with young moms in similar situations. In 
e"ect she’s told them, “At this season of your life, you 
can’t do what you’re used to doing. You don’t have time 
for all your heart desires to experience in your spiritual 
life. Nevertheless, do what you can do, even though it’s 
precious little. Just don’t deceive yourself by thinking 
that you can put o" a devotional life or ministry in the 
local church until you have more time. Because when 
the years roll around and you %nally do have more time, 
your spiritual habits will be so ingrained that you won’t 
give more attention to the things of God at all.”

!en I heard Jean tell her own story. She would keep 
Bibles open in several rooms—in the kitchen, nursery, 
bathroom—and look at them when she could. While 
preparing a meal or changing a diaper, she’d glance over 
and perhaps read only one verse. But this intentionality 
helped her keep the Word in her heart and the pres-
ence of God in her awareness. And as the children’s 
needs grew less demanding, her disciplines were already 
in place to receive any additional time she could give 
them. Even though Jean felt almost spiritually dormant 
during those years in comparison to her early growth 
as a Christian, she kept alive the spiritual disciplines 
through which her soul would thrive in years to come.

Jean also realized that her opportunities for evan-
gelism and ministry were not eliminated; they merely 
changed. She had the best opportunity of anyone in 
the world to share the gospel with the three little souls 
whom God had entrusted to the care of her and Roger—
all three now Christian adults. Additionally, she learned 
more about cultivating the heart of a humble servant by 
ministering to her children—who seldom adequately 
appreciated her serving them—than she likely would 
have otherwise. She also learned some creative methods 
of evangelizing and ministering to other moms and chil-

dren she invited for co"ee and play.
Like Jean, with three in diapers, you may be in a 

situation that curtails many of your spiritual activities. 
You may be looking at many years of such limitations. 
Do what you can for Christ and his kingdom, with joy 
and without guilt. God does not love us more when 
we serve more, nor less when we serve less. He accepts 
us, not because of what we do for him, but because of 
what he’s done for us in Christ. As Ephesians 1:6 puts 
it, God accepts us, not on the basis of our work, but 
“in the Beloved [that is, Jesus.]” And nothing “will be 
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord” (Romans 8:39). Love God, and within the 
limitations he has sovereignly placed in your life at this 
time, do what you can for his glory. Realize that just 
your mere presence at church—even without a recog-
nized ministry there and as weary as you are—can be a 
ministry to your pastor and teachers who prefer listeners 
to empty seats. In fact, talking to your pastor or an older 
sister in Christ about your feelings in this season will 
probably encourage you.

Be careful, though, that you do not excuse yourself 
from all effort in the pursuit of God and the exten-
sion of his kingdom outside the walls of your home. In 
every season there will be temptations to coast spiritu-
ally, a condition that can decline into a cold-hearted, 
spiritual inertia. Also, resolve that once this season of 
life changes into the next that you will never think of 
serving the bride of Christ as simply a nice idea for 
people who have spare time. Yes, the mom at home can 
be doing real ministry and evangelism there, and with 
the result that both she and the body of Christ become 
stronger for it. But she should anticipate the day when 
she returns to her place in her local church’s ministry 
“when each part is working properly,” and through her 
Christ “makes the body grow so that it builds itself up 
in love” (Ephesians 4:16).
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SIX-FIGURE MOMS
A recent study conducted by the 
financial service company Investo-
pedia found that the sum value of 
different homemaking duties annu-
ally amounts to almost six %gures.1 If 
a homemaker’s job were salaried, it 
would draw, on average, $96,291 per 
year. !e website states:

We examined some of the tasks 
that a homemaker might do to 
%nd out how much [such] ser-
vices would net as individual 
professional careers. We only 
[took] into consideration tasks 
which have monetary values 
and [we used] the lowest value 
for each calculation.

Duties accounted for included 
private chef, house cleaner, childcare 
provider, driver, and laundry service 
provider. Needless to say, this research 

o"ers a strong caution against underestimating the “eco-
nomic replacement value” of homemakers.

UNDERACHIEVERS OR 
UNDERAPPRECIATED?
There’s no escaping the fact that contemporary soci-
ety o&en sco"s at stay-at-home wives and moms. “!is 
isn’t the 1950s anymore,” the thinking goes. “Why in 
the world would someone want to be imprisoned in 
her own home?” The common idea, of course, is that 
many responsibilities on the home front should be out-
sourced, thus releasing moms from domestic shackles 
to realize vocational dreams. While women working in 
vocations outside the home isn’t wrongheaded in every 
case, it can frequently betray a prioritization that is bib-
lically questionable.

HOMEBOUND OR HOMEWARD?
!e home isn’t a woman’s “place.” Scripture does, how-
ever, suggest that it ought to be her priority. Her chief 
orientation, in other words, should be homeward.

Contrary to popular belief, this idea isn’t rooted in 
mid-twentieth century misogynism, either. In fact, long 
before the rise of Western societal norms, Paul exhorted 
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older women to “teach what is good, and so train the 
young women to love their husbands and children, to 
be self-controlled, pure, working at home, kind, and sub-
missive to their own husbands, that the word of God 
may not be reviled” (Titus 2:3-5). Elsewhere the apostle 
wrote, “I would have younger widows marry, bear chil-
dren, manage their households, and give the adversary no 
occasion for slander” (1 Tim. 5:14). 

Did you catch what’s at stake? Women are encour-
aged to labor at home so that God’s Word won’t be 
reviled (Titus 2:5) and so that God’s enemy won’t be 
able to revile (1 Tim. 5:14). Homemaking, then, far 
from being a regrettable vestige of patriarchal repres-
sion; it is a glorious calling imbued with cosmic sig-
ni%cance. Stay-at-home wives and moms are uniquely 
positioned to defend the honor of God’s word and to 
render the ancient serpent speechless. Such a job may 
seem menial, but it’s far from meaningless. 

JUST TO BE CLEAR
A couple brief clari%cations are in order. 

First o", I must admit that I mixed feelings about 
the Investopedia study. I’m not quite sure what to think 
about the $96,291 %gure. Perhaps it ought to be higher; 
perhaps it ought to be lower. Either way, it matters little 
to me, for the worth of homemaking doesn’t rest on 
monetary estimates calculated by financial agencies. 
In my judgment, the utility of the study lies neither in 
providing an inerrant statistic nor in denigrating any 
woman who for a multiplicity of reasons may have to 
work in a vocation beyond her household. Single moms, 
for example, are just as heroic in my eyes. 

Second, it’s critical to note that husbands and dads 
get no hall pass when it comes to the affairs of the 
home—a fact repeatedly stressed in Scripture (see, for 
example, 1 Tim. 3:4-5, 12; 1 Tim. 5:8; Titus 1:6; 2 Cor. 
12:14; Eph. 6:4; Col. 3:21). 

Nevertheless, God has uniquely entrusted wives and 
moms with a primary responsibility to serve as caretak-
ers in the home. Such a calling is neither inferior nor 
imprisoning, and it certainly isn’t for the faint of heart. 
Clothed with strength and dignity, God’s woman has a 
divine mission to silence Satan. 

QUIETLY FAITHFUL AND WORTHY OF 
HONOR
Proverbs 14:1 states, “The wise woman builds her 
house” (cf. Prov. 24:3-4). While the monetary value and 
practical feasibility of full-time homemaking may vary 
from home to home, what remains constant is the irre-
placeable signi%cance of a homemaker’s contributions. 
!e Investopedia article concludes:

!e daily work of a homemaker can sometimes 
be taken for granted…. However, these services 
could earn a homemaker a considerable wage if 
[she] took those skills to the marketplace. Home-
makers, in general, contribute a lot more to the 
home in addition to these tasks and no amount 
of money can %ll those needs.

Indeed, no study could ever fully quantify the ser-
vice of a mother who “looks well to the ways of her 
household” (Prov. 31:27). At the very least, this research 
should prompt us to express fresh appreciation to those 
stay-at-home moms whom we love and who, though 
receiving little recognition in the eyes of the world, are 
faithful and treasured in the eyes of their King.

ENDNOTES
1 http://financialedge.investopedia.com/financial-

edge/0112/How-Much-Is-A-Homemaker-Worth.
aspx
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Paul cared so deeply for the church. 
Even as he considered his persecu-
tions and trials, his concern over 
the churches remained his heaviest 
burden (2 Cor 11:24-28). Imag-
ine the care he took in choosing 
exactly what he wanted to say to the 
churches and their leaders in the 
years leading up to the end of his 
life. That’s part of what we see in his 
letter to Titus. Paul had entrusted 
the church in Crete to Titus’ lead-
ership and in his last brief letter, he 
tells Titus precisely what the church 
needs to know and why.

Paul instructs Titus in Chris-
tian responsibility first then pres-
ents the foundational doctrine for 
that behavior. In chapter one, Paul 
describes Christian conduct within 
the church ; in chapter two, the 
home; in chapter three, the world. 
Within the church, Paul advises 
Titus to teach three groups of peo-

ple: Older men, younger men, and older women. Yet, 
when it comes to young women, Titus is instructed 
to step aside and to allow the older women instruct 
them. What an honoring gesture, to call older women 
to this role! It testifies to the unique capabilities 
of mature women, as well as the unique needs of 
younger women. 

Before ca l l ing these women to teach,  Paul 
explains the type of moral character expected of 
older Christian women: “Older women likewise are 
to be reverent in behavior, not slanderers or slaves 
to much wine” (2:3). They are to live lives of holi-
ness, to exercise self-control in their words about oth-
ers, and to avoid addictions. Then, Paul gives them 
the special task of teaching younger women “what 
is good” (2:1). The older woman isn’t left to won-
der what good might mean; Paul specifically provides 
six informal, relationally-oriented, home-centered 
teaching points. “[Older women] are to teach what 
is good, and so train the young women to love their 
husbands and children, to be self-controlled, pure, 
working at home, kind, and submissive to their own 
husbands, that the word of God may not be reviled” 
(Titus 2:4-5).
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Train the young women to love their 
husbands and children
It may seem strange to have to train young women to 
love their husbands and children, but distractions and 
di$culties will threaten their priorities at every turn! 
Christian women are to prioritize these familial rela-
tionships, even when feelings are lagging and relation-
ships outside the home seem less complicated and more 
fun. Older women can remind younger women of the 
beauty of respectful and honoring love. 

Self-controlled, pure
Training in self-control, means the older woman o"ers 
good advice that will bring a young woman to her 
senses. Self-control might be applied in a variety of ways 
from parenting to maintaining purity, or having upright 
moral character.

Working at home, kind
!e younger woman should also be trained to be creat-
ing and maintaining her home, to love caring for her 
family, and to delight in the domestic sphere because it 
is the main context in which love and kindness occur. 
!e older woman is also to teach the younger to be kind, 
not only to those within her household, but perhaps 
also by welcoming outsiders into her home.

Submissive to their own husbands
Deferring to another’s leadership is not something that 
comes naturally, so the older woman should help the 
younger to recognize and a$rm her husband’s role as 
spiritual leader of the family. 

Let us not overlook the potential impact of this 
teaching role on the teacher. The older woman who 
regularly reminds the younger woman to prioritize her 
family and to show kindness to strangers will also be 
reminding herself. Ideally, both women will be both 
encouraged and more deeply committed in their rela-
tionships and responsibilities as a result of their time 
together.

Embracing these home-oriented issues is a weighty 
responsibility—the world around us is watching! In 
fact, these attitudes and actions are so important they 
determine how others view the gospel. We must do this 

so that the word of God may not be reviled. Our overarch-
ing concern is to glorify God through spreading the gos-
pel and re#ecting God’s grace—and a woman’s activities 
at home serve that evangelistic end. What a privilege! 

At the end of chapter two, Paul o"ers the theologi-
cal foundation for his instructions. John Stott summa-
rizes it in this way: “The particular doctrine in Titus 
2, on which Paul grounds his ethical appeal, is that of 
the two comings of Christ, which he here calls his two 
‘epiphanies’ or appearings.”1 Jesus has come and is com-
ing again. “For the grace of God has appeared” (2:11) 
and we wait for “the appearing of the glory of our great 
God and Savior Jesus Christ” (2:13). Paul challenges 
us to look in opposite directions at the same time, “to 
look back and remember the epiphany of grace (whose 
purpose was to redeem us from all evil and to purify 
for God a people of his own), and also to look forward 
and anticipate the epiphany of glory (whose purpose 
will be to perfect at his second coming the salvation he 
began at his %rst).”2 !is deliberate orientation is a daily 
discipline and will give purpose to our duties at home. 
Indeed, make us “zealous for good works” (2:14). 

When we understand Paul’s desire to leave behind 
a strong church, we might expect that his letter would 
emphasize evangelism or church growth strategies. 
Instead, he reveals his convictions that the family unit 
is vital to the church and society, and that relation-
ships between women are vital to that family unit. He 
enlists all women by calling them older and younger! 
All women have a responsibility to other women—to 
remind one another of theological realities that give 
meaning to otherwise mundane days. Today, this 
instruction to welcome an older or younger woman into 
your life might seem uncomfortable. Perhaps in Paul’s 
day it was more natural to have more than one genera-
tion living under one roof—and maybe that means we 
have to work a little harder to make it happen. Churches 
can inhibit intergenerational friendships by grouping 
people by age for classes or fellowship. It takes inten-
tional e"ort and o&en some discomfort to buck age seg-
regation in the church and have meaningful discipleship 
relationships between generations.

Are you a spiritually mature women who could sit 
with a younger friend over co"ee and remind her of pri-
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orities at home? Don’t be intimidated by the unique 
contours of her life. Though she primarily communi-
cates via texting and has a Facebook friendship circle 
of one thousand, she is not that different from you! 
Like many women, she may face insecurity, loneliness, 
competition, exhaustion, and over-commitment. She 
is challenged to love and submit to her husband, and 
she needs to be reminded of the gospel and the second 
coming of Jesus. 

Are you a younger woman who could summon the 
wisdom of one who has walked with the Lord longer 
than you have? Don’t be intimidated by the unique 
contours of her life. !ough she has an empty nest and 
doesn’t have an email address, she is not that di"erent 
from you! She is waiting to be humbly invited to speak 
into your life. She has the wisdom of years that will help 
you to see that your work in your home and family is 
meaningful because of what Jesus has done and because 
of what he will do. She can help you to create an envi-
ronment where love, purity, kindness, self-control, and 
submission #ourish.

Together, we can teach and live what is good because 
we live between Jesus’ comings—and we can do so with 
gratitude and great hope. 

 

ENDNOTES
1  John Stott, The Message of 1 Timothy and Titus 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996), 192.
2  Stott,196.
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When I was a kid, I heard people call 
my mom a single mother. Usually, it 
was said with a hint of pity, but she 
seemed %ne to me. I did not notice any 
di"erence in her ability to have fun or 
spank me as compared to the other 
mothers on the block. As a matter of 
fact, she seemed better at those things 
than the other mothers. She worked, 
she helped me with my homework, 
and she was always making some kind 
of special dessert. Maybe my oblivi-
ousness was compounded by the fact 
that my dad was in my life to do all the 
dad-stu" with every other weekend. 

Two jobs have helped me reevalu-
ate my perspective. As a youth pastor, 
I have been able to compare my moth-
er’s experiences with that of other sin-
gle mothers in the church. !e reality 
is that my mother was tired and did 
not have many friends as she cared for 
three busy kids and worked long hours 
at a restaurant. As a police officer, I 

was able to see what potentially could have happened if 
my mother did not have Christ or his church. One occa-
sion stands out: I had to arrest a single mother who was 
high on drugs, and I had to take her son away from her.

If we want to help single mothers, we have to under-
stand they carry the burdens of family life alone. Many 
times her closest friends are her children. In one way, 
this situation makes her uniquely gi&ed at connecting 
with her children, but the reality is that her children 
cannot provide the kind of friendship and encourage-
ment she needs. Instead, she has to make sure their 
needs are met, and so she is forced to move on with life 
at an intense speed just to provide for them. As she pro-
vides for them, cares for them, disciplines them, and 
tries to enjoy them, her children serve as a reminder that 
this painful situation was not created alone, but she will 
face it alone.

The church has an opportunity to make sure the 
single mother is not alone. We can address the issues she 
is facing with careful concern. Instead of mentioning 
the single mother in sermons as an example of “the hard 
life” and leaving it there, we could publicly acknowledge 
her situation and exhort people to o"er encouragement 
to the single mothers they know. It does not take much 

Equipping the Generations:
True Religion: How the Church 
Can Care for the Single Mother
RENE G OMEZ

Rene Gomez 
(B. A., 
Moody Bible 
Institute) is 
associate 
pastor for 
youth ministry 

at Ninth and O Baptist 
Church in Louisville, KY. 
Rene has been happily 
married to Julie for 11 
years, and they have three 
children. #

J D F M  2 . 2  ( 2 0 1 2 ) :  9 4 - 9 5



9595

effort to take our current Internet and print publica-
tions and add the words “for single mothers.” When 
we serve single mothers as part of our church minis-
try, we are not saying they didn’t make mistakes during 
their marriages. We are not saying teenage pregnancy 
is good. We are saying that we understand that people 
sin and are sinned against, but no matter what, we will 
help minister the grace of God to all those who need it. 
Single mothers need us to intentionally communicate 
they are accepted. Many times they feel like outcasts in 
the church because their marriages failed. Once they 
know they are wanted, we can begin to meet their needs.

!e single mother’s greatest need is knowing Christ 
who will not fail her or ever leave her because of her 
faults. Our evangelistic e"orts and discipleship minis-
tries could go a long way with single mothers if we used 
believers with a consideration for their situation. !eir 
discipleship will not look that much different from 
other people, but it does require some sensitivity to 
their schedules. Single mothers may take twice as long 
to complete certain Bible studies because they simply 
do not have a great deal of free time. Our expectations 
should consider the di$culty of their lives. As we dis-
ciple these women, we also need to keep in mind that 
they are the spiritual leaders of their homes; they will be 
the ones passing truth to their children.

Single mothers need friendships consisting of mar-
ried and single women. !e problem is that these ladies 
are usually working or spending time with their kids 
so they have to be very selective about whom they get 
to know and what church activities they attend. Single 
moms can’t keep up with the pace of fellowships that 
exists with childless single adults, and they do not 
always feel comfortable in a room filled with happy 
couples. We have to meet them where they are in life. 
Small groups for single mothers led by capable married 
and single women would be a great start. If the small 
groups meet during times when their children are being 
ministered to, we will be communicating our love for 
the people they love most. 

Ultimately, the single mother will appreciate min-
istries that target her, but she will always be thinking 
about her children. !e pastors of the church need to 
identify trustworthy men who can minister to her chil-

dren. A man who is doing an activity with his son could 
bring along the son of a single mother. In the same way, 
a man with a daughter could invite the daughter of a 
single mother into his home for a meal with his family. 
!e conversations that take place during these ordinary 
moments could be life changing.

!ose are some of the ways a couple families minis-
tered to my family when I was growing up. !ey gave us 
their friendship, and we o&en lived life together. One 
time, a man from the church paid for my brother and 
me to attend a Promise Keeper’s event with him. I do 
not remember a single thing taught at that event six-
teen years ago, but I will never forget when that Chris-
tian father and husband knelt down on the ground and 
prayed for my walk with God. He wasn’t trying to be 
our dad or be a hero to my mom; he was just caring 
about us the way his heavenly Father cared about him.
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INTRODUCTION
Three texts in the Christian Scrip-
tures are particularly significant for 
the topic of raising and rearing chil-
dren: Deuteronomy 6:4-9, Proverbs, 
and Ephesians 6:1-4. The selection 
of these texts is can be defended eas-
ily. !e Book of Deuteronomy is the 
heart of the Old Covenant—this is 
the Romans of the Old Testament. 
Second, the Book of Proverbs as a 
whole is a handbook or manual for 
parents. In Proverbs, the king of Israel 
is instructing and training his own 
son to live skillfully and speak well 
based on the covenant instruction 
(tôrâ) given in Deuteronomy.1 This 
instruction is written down for the 
bene%t of every father and mother in 
the covenant community. Now all of 
God’s people, both children and par-
ents, can bene%t from the instruction 
and teaching of this wise king (Solo-
mon). In Ephesians 6:1-4, Paul crys-

tallises the teaching from Deuteronomy and Proverbs 
for members of the New Covenant Community. Since 
the entire book of Proverbs cannot be expounded here, 
this brief treatment will focus on 3:1-4, 4:1-4, and the 
well-known text, 22:5-6.

Basic Texts:

Deuteronomy 6:4-9
4 “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the 
LORD is One. 5 And you shall love the LORD 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, 
and that to the fullest extent. 6 !ese words that 
I am instructing you today shall be on your mind. 
7 You must repeat them to your children. Talk 
about them when you sit in your house and when 
you walk along the road, when you lie down 
and when you get up. 8 Bind them as a marker 
on your hand and let them be as a sign on your 
forehead. 9 Write them on the doorposts of your 
house and on your gates.”2 

Proverbs 3:1-4

Equipping the Generations:
Raising Children, the  
Christian Way

PETER J. GENTRY
Peter J. 
Gentry (Ph.D., 
University of 
Toronto) is 
Professor of 
Old Testament 
Interpretation 

at The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, where 
he brings an expansive 
knowledge of the biblical 
languages to his teaching. 
Before coming to Southern, 
he served on the faculty of 
Toronto Baptist Seminary 
and Bible College for 15 years 
and taught at the University 
of Toronto, Heritage 
Theological Seminary, 
and Tyndale Theological 
Seminary. Dr. Gentry is the 
author of many articles and 
book reviews, and has given 
presentations to groups, 
such as the International 
Organization for the Study 
of the Old Testament and 
the Society of Biblical 
Literature, of which he is also 
a member. He is currently 
editing Ecclesiastes and 
Proverbs for the Göttingen 
Septuagint Series and is 
giving leadership to the 
Hexapla Institute. His much 
anticipated book, Kingdom 
through Covenant: A Biblical-
Theological Understanding 
of the Covenants becomes 
available Summer 2012. 

J D F M  2 . 2  ( 2 0 1 2 ) :  9 6 - 1 0 9



9797

1 My son, do not forget my teaching,
 but keep my commands in your heart,
2 for they will prolong your life many years
 and bring you prosperity.
3 Let love and faithfulness never leave you;
 bind them around your neck,
 write them on the tablet of your heart.
4 !en you will win favor and a good name
 in the sight of God and man. (NIV 1984)

Proverbs 4:1-4

1 Listen, my sons, to a father’s instruction;
 pay attention and gain understanding.
2 I give you sound learning,
 so do not forsake my teaching.
3 When I was a boy in my father’s house,
 still tender, and an only child of my mother,
4 he taught me and said,
 “Lay hold of my words with all your heart;
 keep my commands and you will live.  
 (NIV 1984)

Proverbs 22:5-6

5 In the paths of the wicked lie thorns and snares,
 but he who guards his soul stays far  
 from them.
6 Train a child in the way he should go,
 and when he is old he will not turn from it.  
 (NIV 1984)

Ephesians 6:4

1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for 
this is right. 2 “Honor your father and mother”—
which is the first commandment with a prom-
ise— 3 “that it may go well with you and that you 
may enjoy long life on the earth.” 4 Fathers, do 
not exasperate your children; instead, bring them 
up in the training and instruction of the Lord. 
(NIV 1984)

A. EDUCATION: PASSING ON A WORLD-

AND-LIFE-VIEW
1. “repeat / teach … these words” (Deuteronomy 6:6-7)
2. “train” (Proverbs 22:6)
3. “bring up / rear” (Ephesians 6:4)

Before considering the individual contribution of 
each text, let us note key ideas or principles which are 
common to all of them and are taught throughout the 
Scriptures.

The first principle, according to the Bible, is that 
education is all-encompassing. The Bible does not 
divide up education into subjects, some of which are 
sacred and some of which are secular. When in Ephe-
sians Paul says, “bring them up,” this verb is referring to 
all aspects of education, whether we are talking about 
mathematics or about moral training. The words of 
which Moses speaks in Deuteronomy are the instruc-
tions of the covenant and as such, de%ne a relationship 
with God and relationships with our fellow human 
beings characterised by loyal love and trust, and also 
proper relationships with the environment as good 
stewards of the earth’s resources. Thus “these words” 
in Deuteronomy 6:6 entail all aspects of instruction in 
life and living, from boundary markers on farm proper-
ties to boundary markers in sex. !e all-encompassing 
nature of the application of the covenant (in our terms, 
Christian worldview) to all of life is especially clear in 
Deut 6:8-9, “You shall bind them as a marker on your 
hand and they will be signs3 between your eyes, and you 
shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on 
your gates. !is speaks directly to all that we do (hand), 
see and think (between your eyes, forehead), all business 
(your gates4) and all that enters our home life (doorposts). 
When in Proverbs 22 Solomon talks of initiating chil-
dren according to the dictates of their way, this includes 
scienti%c study of the creation as well as potty-training 
and learning to speak well and relate well in all social 
situations. And it begins with a right relationship with 
God and acceptance of the parental teaching: the fear of 
the Lord is the beginning of wisdom —that is the begin-
ning of all life skills (Prov. 1:7).

Some Christians who are concerned about Christian 
schools do not really understand the biblical teaching that 
education entails a world-and-life-view. Christian educa-
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tion is not simply incorporating a course on the Bible 
into the curriculum. Nor is it even incorporating “bibli-
cal examples” into a discussion of history or of science. 
How would we teach arithmetic from a Christian point 
of view? Would we have examples from the Bible where 
we add the %ve loaves and the two %sh? Yet Jesus Christ is 
the Lord of all Truth: the truth of 2 + 2 = 4 as well as the 
truth that he is the atoning sacri%ce for our sins.

How can we illustrate the fact that many Christians 
fail to see that the Christian faith is all encompassing. 
If we were inside a building looking out through a clear 
glass window, I might ask you, “Well, tell me what 
you see when you look outside?” You might begin by 
describing the grass and the trees and the vehicles on 
the street. Now wouldn’t you %nd it odd or strange if I 
asked, “Well, did you see the window?” One doesn’t talk 
about the window. Instead one sees the world through 
it. And yet, in the end, it is the window that is passed 
on and transferred to the child. !ey will see the world 
through the window that we give them. We must make 
sure that our minds are so %lled and saturated with the 
Scripture that our world-and-life-view is completely 
shaped by the biblical teaching.

B. EDUCATION: A PARENTAL 
RESPONSIBILITY
Another key principle found in all three texts is that 
education, in the broadest sense of the word, is the 
responsibility of parents. In Ephesians Paul addresses 
“fathers” and commands them not to exasperate or pro-
voke their children to anger, but to bring them up in 
the discipline and instruction of the Lord. In Deuter-
onomy, those entrusted with transmitting “these words” 
of the covenant by “repetition / teaching” are, in fact, 
the parents as verses 7-9 clearly show. Interestingly, it is 
not chie#y the responsibility of the king, the prophets, 
or the priests—the key o$cials in the covenant com-
munity. !us the main responsibility for education falls 
to the parents.

By way of application to today we can say that edu-
cation is not primarily the responsibility of the state, 
although the state may function as an arm of the paren-
tal teaching. In North America, public education was 
introduced many years ago to provide equal opportu-

nity for all, the poor as well as the rich. Education was 
not to be solely the prerogative of the elite. Public edu-
cation was successful for a long time, mainly because 
everyone in the society shared roughly the same world-
and-life-view. It is clear, however, that today, there are 
many world-and-life-views in our society that not only 
di"er greatly but are, in fact, incompatible as windows 
on reality. In addition, in the 1920s, the universities got 
into bed with big business and now the big corporations 
have hijacked the educational priorities. !is marriage 
between business and educators is expressed in the fol-
lowing limerick:

!ere was a young lady from Kent
Who said that she knew what it meant
When men took her to dine
Gave her cocktails and wine
She knew what it meant-but she went.5

Our purpose here is not to debate whether the Bible 
supports private versus public education. What we can 
say, is that even when we have public elementary schools, 
public high schools, and universities—all of these must 
be answerable %rst to Jesus Christ and then to the par-
ents. If such ideas sound strange to some Christians, you 
may want to read further on this topic the little known, 
but extremely important book by Charles Habib Malik 
entitled a Christian Critique of the University.6

Nor is “religious education,” if we must use such 
a term, primarily the domain or responsibility of the 
church. To be sure, the elders, minister, or pastors 
of all Christian churches are concerned to provide 
instruction in the faith for all ages, both individu-
ally and together and in a variety of ways (i.e., not 
just from the pulpit on Sundays). But parents cannot 
assume that it is the church’s responsibility to teach 
their children the Bible. It is, in fact, the responsibil-
ity of every parent. And if you are a parent and you 
do not know the Bible, you should immediately begin 
reading and studying it, because at the Final Judge-
ment, God will hold you as parents, and not the elders 
or leaders of your church responsible, for teaching 
your children the Christian faith.

In Proverbs 22:5-6 the command to initiate or train 
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children according to the dictates of their way is given 
to parents. We need to consider for a moment the back-
ground of the Book of Proverbs. !is book is really a 
manual for parents. To be sure it is a book about liv-
ing skillfully and speaking well. Indeed the sage or the 
wise man imparting this wisdom is the king of Israel. 
But it is the instruction which both king and queen as 
father and mother gave to their own son.7 Moreover 
this instruction was written down and published for the 
bene%t of every father and mother in Israel. Chapters 
1-9 is a series of instructions from father and mother to 
their son, to prepare his heart to embrace the teaching 
contained in the collection of proverbs or two-line say-
ings that begin in chapter 10. When we look at these 
lectures or serious talks to the child, we find much 
there that is similar to wisdom writings preserved from 
ancient Egypt or Mesopotamia. Some of the content 
is the same and even the form of the introductory sec-
tions of the homilies in chapters 1-9 can be matched in 
ancient Near Eastern wisdom literature. But one thing 
that is absolutely unique to the book of Proverbs is the 
instruction or teaching of the mother. She is mentioned 
speci%cally in %ve instances: 1:8, 4:3, 6:20, 31:1, and 26. 
!is is absolutely unparalleled anywhere else in all of the 
wisdom literature we have from the ancient Near East. 
In Proverbs, the teaching of the mother is placed side 
by side with the teaching of the father. It shows us the 
importance the Bible places on the mother’s teaching 
and the fact that both parents must be believers in order 
to bring up the children in the faith.

Some Christian parents who are committed to a 
complementarian view of the role of husband and wife 
view the role of the father such that if a child asks a ques-
tion about the Bible the child must wait until the father 
comes home to be given an answer. Such an approach 
is extreme and contrary to the Scriptures. !e book of 
Proverbs honours the role of women more than the role 
given them either in ancient society or in many cases 
modern society by placing their teaching in the home 
alongside that of the father. In the case of King Lem-
uel (Prov. 31), the wisdom he o"ers is that speci%cally 
received from his mother. !ink of the e"ect Susanna 
Wesley had on England through her sons, Charles and 
John. My own experience matches the biblical data in 

that it was my mother, not my father, who led me to 
faith in Christ.

As already noted, in the Old Testament the Israelites 
were expressly instructed not to intermarry with the 
Canaanites. !e reason for this instruction, however, 
was not to preserve the purity of the race. Rather, the 
concern was to preserve the purity of faith in Yahweh as 
creator God and covenant Lord. An example of this is 
Deuteronomy 7:3-4:

3 Do not intermarry with them. Do not give your 
daughters to their sons or take their daughters 
for your sons, 4 for they will turn your sons away 
from following me to serve other gods, and the 
LORD’s anger will burn against you and will 
quickly destroy you. (NIV, 1984)

!e essential teaching here is that unless both father 
and mother are believers and have a biblical world-and-
life-view, there will be an inadequate transmission of 
the faith. Paul continues and maintains this instruction 
for those in the New Covenant community: they must 
marry a believer (e.g., 1 Corinthians 7:39).

C. EDUCATION: ITS METHOD AND 
MANNER
While all of the biblical texts under our view share cer-
tain common principles, each contributes uniquely to 
the method and manner in which parents should raise 
their children.

1. Formal and Informal (Deut 6:4-9)
Deuteronomy 6:7 begins by commanding the parents: 
“you shall repeat them to your children and you shall 
speak about them…” !e word which I have rendered 
“repeat” is translated as “impress” in the NIV (1984) 
and “teach” in the ESV. It comes from the root %&nan 
which normally means “to sharpen.” !e rendering in 
the ESV and NIV is derived by comparing einschärfen 
in German and giving a meaning like “inculcate / teach.” 
Although this derivation is problematic in view of the 
construction used with the verb in Deut 6:7, the mean-
ing may be better determined from a exact parallel in 
Deuteronomy 11:19 where we read: “and you shall teach 
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them to your children by speaking about them…” Here 
the more common verb “teach” (from l&mad) is used 
as a substitute for %&nan. It is probably better to anal-
yse %&nan as an alternative form of Hebrew %&nâ mean-
ing “repeat,” also cognate with tny in Ugaritic, and not 
related to the root “sharpen.” Around 120 A.D. Aquila 
rendered Deut 6:7 by deuteroseis, another confirma-
tion of the meaning “repeat.” Such a derivation suits and 
supports the meaning corroborated by the parallel in 
Deut 11:19. Teaching involves constant repetition, an 
idea promoted by the school teacher in the movie Hans 
Christian Andersen in spite of being decried by the cob-
bler turned story-teller. In short, the %rst command in 
the sequence probably refers to formal training.

!e next part of the command in Deuteronomy 6:7 
goes on to say, “and you shall speak about them when 
you sit in your house and when you walk along the road, 
when you lie down and when you get up.” Here, in con-
trast to formal training, we have informal training. !e 
expressions “at home or on the road,” or “lying down or 
getting up” are examples of a figure of speech known 
as a merism. !is is a way of indicating the totality by 
referring to two antipodes or opposites. It is like saying, 
“the country store sells everything from soup to nuts.” 
It sells soup on the one hand, nuts on the other, and 
everything else in between. So during all of our waking 
moments and activities, we are to use the opportunities 
at hand to speak of the creator God, of all aspects of his 
creation and also of the God who is in covenant rela-
tionship with his people.

An excellent example of this can be seen in the 
way that the Lord Jesus trained his disciples. !ere are 
examples of formal teaching such as the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5-7). When a Jewish Rabbi sat down 
(Matt. 5:1), it was an hour of formal instruction. On 
the other hand, Jesus chose twelve men to be with him 
(Mark 3:13) so that they could see how he walked, how 
he talked, and learn from him on a day by day, moment 
by moment basis. As a result, many of the episodes in 
the gospels reveal how Jesus used di"erent opportunities 
as teaching moments. !e parable of the %g tree is an 
example (Matt. 21:18-21). 

2. Grace and Truth in Balance (Eph 6:4)
Ephesians 6:4 makes a different contribution to the 
method and manner in which we ought to rear and raise 
children: Paul instructs parents and fathers in particu-
lar, not to exasperate their children but to raise them in 
the discipline and instruction of the Lord. Here Paul is 
addressing the way in which parents, and fathers in par-
ticular, instruct their children with a view to obedience, 
using correction by both word and deed. !e word that 
is translated “discipline” or “training” is the Greek word 
paideia. !is term is used in Classical Greek literature 
of “child-rearing” in particular and also of “education” 
in the broadest sense of the word as well as of the result 
of education. Nonetheless, this word is mainly used in 
the Septuagint, the Greek Translation of the Old Tes-
tament, to render Hebrew words that speak of disci-
pline (e.g. in 37 instances for mûs&r). The number of 
instances of paideia or the corresponding verb paideu' 
in the NT are not many, but most occurrences show 
the influence of the Greek Old Testament. Thus it is 
likely that Paul has the concept of discipline in mind 
rather than education or training in the broader sense of 
the word. !e other term, rendered “instruction” in the 
NIV is the Greek word nouthesia. Again, the instruc-
tion may be neutral, but more o&en than not it has the 
#avour of “admonition” or “warning.” Paul’s teaching 
is based upon Proverbs where we learn that because we 
all enter this world (1) ignorant and (2) going our own 
way, we need instruction in the form of correction and 
warning—the instruction that is necessary for us cannot 
be just giving information. It must be stopping us from 
going down the road we are on, turning us around, and 
giving us a big push in the opposite direction. What we 
can say by way of summary then, is that in Ephesians 
6:4, discipline refers mainly to actions while instruction 
or warning refers primarily to words. Parents rear their 
young ones by actions and words that may be charac-
terised as the discipline and instruction or warnings of 
the Lord.

As we consider Paul’s instruction further, what we 
may well ask, is meant by the phrase, “the discipline 
of the Lord”? It is interesting to note that this phrase 
occurs only three times in the Old Testament: Deu-
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teronomy 8:5, 11:2-7, and Proverbs 3:11-12. In two 
of these (Deuteronomy 8:5, Proverbs 3:11-12), a com-
parison is drawn between the way a man may chastise, 
correct, or discipline his son and the way in which the 
Lord deals with those who belong to him, his people 
(Israel). !ese two texts, then, do not illuminate for us 
the meaning of the phrase in family life because they 
assume we know precisely what that is and use it as a 
point of comparison in explaining how the Lord may 
treat his people. !e one remaining passage is particu-
larly illuminating:

[2] Remember today that your children were 
not the ones who saw and experienced the dis-
cipline of the LORD your God: his majesty, his 
mighty hand, his outstretched arm; [3] the signs 
he performed and the things he did in the heart 
of Egypt, both to Pharaoh king of Egypt and to 
his whole country; [4] what he did to the Egyp-
tian army, to its horses and chariots, how he over-
whelmed them with the waters of the Red Sea 
as they were pursuing you, and how the LORD 
brought lasting ruin on them. [5] It was not your 
children who saw what he did for you in the des-
ert until you arrived at this place, [6] and what he 
did to Dathan and Abiram, sons of Eliab the Reu-
benite, when the earth opened its mouth right in 
the middle of all Israel and swallowed them up 
with their households, their tents and every liv-
ing thing that belonged to them. [7] But it was 
your own eyes that saw all these great things the 
LORD has done. (Deut. 11:2-7, NIV 1984)

The people who are about to enter the land of 
Canaan were children at the time of the Exodus. !us 
they, and not their children have experienced “the disci-
pline of the Lord” in the events of the Exodus. To what 
does this phrase refer? Well, Moses explains in verses 
3-6 that it is what God did in judging the Egyptians 
as well as rebellious Israelites, and what he did in res-
cuing, caring for and providing for his people during 
their arduous journey through the desert. !e discipline 
of the Lord, then, is revealed in his acts of grace and 
truth. For the enemy, and for rebellious Israelites, it was 

acts of judgement. For his people, it was acts of good-
ness and kindness. He brought bread from heaven and 
water from the rock. He prevented their clothing from 
wearing out. He used a cloud by day to protect from 
the burning sun and %re at night to keep them warm. If 
Israel was not willing to follow the direction of the Lord 
in the desert, without the cloud / %re she would either 
fry or freeze in the desert. In a real sense, the discipline 
of the Lord is the entire history of God “bringing up / 
rearing” his toddler Israel in the desert journey to the 
land of Canaan.

We could say, then, that if we are to bring up our 
children using the discipline of the Lord, we must not 
exasperate them but use a balance of grace and truth in 
calling for their obedience to the standards we set for 
them. We must know when to be %rm, and also when to 
favour them with grace, compassion and pity. Finding 
this balance is the key to successful parenting.

How can we achieve a balance of grace and truth in 
raising our children? What does this look like in prac-
tice? I suggest we can see this displayed par excellence 
in the life of Jesus Christ. John in his gospel makes this 
plain. At the outset he claims that Jesus was full of grace 
and truth (1:14). As Craig Glickman explains:

He meant that Jesus had not only the warmth of 
love and grace but also the %rmness of justice and 
truth in His character. !en %rst he highlighted 
the grace of Christ in the miraculous transfor-
mation of water to wine at the wedding feast 
of Cana (2:1-11). But then he immediately fol-
lowed that with a graphic display of truth when 
he recounted the just anger of Christ in clearing 
out the profaned Temple precincts with a whip of 
cords (2:13-22).
With artistic balance, John proceeded to show 
this same grace and truth woven together in the 
tapestry of two private conversations that follow 
the two public events just described. In the %rst, 
Christ spoke with a man named Nicodemus (3:1-
21). And in the second, He conversed with the 
unnamed woman at the well in Samaria (4:1-30).
It appears that John intended us to contrast 
the two interviews. For he has set both private 
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conversations in contrast to the two preceding 
public events. And yet within the two talks, he 
has drawn artistic contrasts. Nicodemus was 
(1) a man, (2) at the top of the social ladder, 
(3) a leader in Israel, (4) who sought Christ, (5) 
by night. On the other hand, the encounter at 
Sychar was with (1) a woman, (2) at the bottom 
of the social ladder, (3) an unnamed outcast of 
Samaria, (4) sought by Christ, (5) at midday.
But not only are the scenes in stark contrast. 
More signi%cantly, John has skillfully portrayed 
a gentle contrast in the grace and truth of Christ 
in these conversations. To both, Christ offered 
the gift of life. But to Nicodemus the firmness 
and strength of truth were shown initially. And to 
the woman the generosity and love of grace were 
shown initially. For Christ told proud Nicode-
mus, the ruler in Israel, that his accomplishments 
others thought were great, in reality did nothing 
to gain him eternal life. He must be born again, 
start over completely.
But to the defeated, lonely woman at the well the 
same message of eternal life was expressed ini-
tially in terms of grace. Eternal life, Jesus assured 
her, is a gi& taken as simply as a drink of water to 
quench one’s thirst.
However, it is not only in the beginning of the 
conversations that we see the contrast. For soon 
Christ would, in grace, o"er to Nicodemus the 
gi& of life through faith (3:16). And equally as 
soon He would, in truth, confront the woman 
of Samaria with her sin to awaken her to her 
need for forgiveness and new life (4:16-19). But 
Jesus knew exactly when grace or truth should be 
accented in the conversations, just as He knew 
with which one to begin.
At the wedding feast in Cana and the cleansing 
of the Temple, we see quite clearly the di"erence 
between grace and truth. But in these two private 
conversations, we are aware of the perfect sym-
metry with which they are woven together in the 
character of Christ.8

!ese scenes in John’s gospel show parents in a very 

practical way how to combine grace and truth in dealing 
with their children.

3. Initiate with Celebration (Prov. 22:6)
Train up a child in the way he should go: and 
when he is old, he will not depart from it. (KJV)

Train up a child in the way he should go, even 
when he is old he will not depart from it. (NASB)

Train [Margin: or Start] a child in the way he 
should go, and when he is old he will not turn 
from it. (NIV 1984)

Train up a child in the way he should go; even 
when he is old he will not depart from it. (ESV)

!is particular proverb has brought either anxiety 
and guilt or encouragement and hope to many believ-
ing parents.9 !ere is one group of parents who, having 
worked hard to maintain proper priorities and balance 
family responsibilities with careers and community 
involvements, find encouragement in this verse that 
their efforts to bring their children up properly will 
eventually be rewarded. Hildebrandt notes, “this verse 
has also provided rays of hope to those who, having 
reared their child in the best way they knew, have had 
their hearts broken as their child rebels and goes astray. 
!ey agonize under the pain that God recognized to be 
one of the deepest sorrows of human existence.”10 Isa-
iah’s prophecy begins with the words, “I reared children 
and brought them up, but they have rebelled against 
me.” Isaiah (as well as Jeremiah and Ezekiel) expresses 
the pain of God as a parent whose child rebels and goes 
astray. To parents who experience hurt like this Proverbs 
6:22 has provided hope that one day the prodigal will 
return. Another group of parents are keenly aware of 
their inadequacies and experience intense anxiety over 
possible long-term damage to their little ones caused by 
themselves and their own policies. If the child does not 
respond to discipline and instruction this verse seems 
to point the %nger of guilt at them. What does this text 
really mean?
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PROVERBIAL WISDOM
Many fail to realize that this verse is a proverb, not a 
promise. A proverb is a brief, lively and pity statement 
which seeks to encapsulate and portray an aspect of 
reality. It has the purpose of sharpening in the hearer 
a sense of what is real as distinct from what is illusory. 
It aims to correct misconceptions and to compel the 
reader to form a judgement on his or her conduct, 
character and situation. A proverb is not an iron clad 
rule like the laws of the Medes and Persians. Moreover, 
it does not describe all contingencies, exceptions, or 
nuances possible.

THE MEANING OF THE VERB (TRAIN?)
(a) to stimulate desire

The verb commonly rendered “train” occurs only 
four other times in the Hebrew Old Testament. An asso-
ciated noun only occurs eight times. Since the word is so 
rare, some scholars have over-emphasized the meaning 
of the root in an attempt to %nd an explanation. !ey 
have connected this word with a related verb in Ara-
bic where a mother prepares date jam which is gently 
rubbed on the gums of a newborn baby to enhance the 
infant’s appetite for and ability to digest succulent con-
diments. Yet describing where a word comes from may 
not in any way reveal its meaning at a later time. The 
English word ‘nice’ comes from the Latin term nescius 
which means ignorant. !is does not tell us anything 
about the meaning of the word today. None of the %ve 
occurrences of this verb can be connected with the 
meaning of the word in Arabic.

(b) to train
Most commentators accept the translation “train 

up” without any discussion. By “training up” is meant 
the careful nurturing, instructing and disciplining of a 
child to develop a wise and moral character. !is kind 
of instruction and training is frequently mentioned 
in Proverbs (19:18). We cannot emphasize enough in 
North American society where parents are either absent 
or preoccupied the importance of early child training. 
But is this the teaching of our verse?

Di"erent forms of the verb in Proverbs 22:6 occur 
in later Aramaic and in Modern Hebrew with the 

meaning “to train.” But likely these meanings were 
developed from an interpretation of this verse. !ere is 
no evidence for the meaning “train up” anywhere else 
in Classical Hebrew. If instruction is the main point, 
there are many other words in Hebrew frequently used 
in Proverbs with this meaning. One wonders why they 
were not used here.

(c) to dedicate / initiate
!e four other occurrences of this verb in the Old 

Testament appear in contexts of dedicating or initiating 
the use of buildings (Deuteronomy 20:5, 1 Kings 8:63 
and 2 Chronicles 7:5). Clearly the verb involves a cele-
bration marking the use of something for the (rst time. It 
may also indicate consecrating something for a particular 
use. Similarly, the eight occurrences of the noun related 
to our verb all involve dedicating or initiating something 
in the religious worship of Israel: either an altar or a 
temple. Yet how do these texts relate to our passage? All 
of them involve the initiation of things, but our passage 
is speaking about the initiation of a person. Here we 
can %nd help in Genesis 14:4—an important use of the 
word we are studying, since it has an adjective from this 
root. !ere Abraham rescues Lot by sending out his 318 
“trained” men. It would be a mistake to think of these 
men as novices. Rather they seem to be sent out as men 
who were strong, experienced and already initiated into 
military a"airs.

!ere are also some ancient letters from a Canaanite 
city called Taanach.11 !ese letters are in Akkadian but 
have some Canaanite words in them. !ey date from the 
15th century B.C. !e same word occurs there that we 
have in Genesis 14:4. In the context of mustering troops 
for war this same word is used and means military cadets 
or retainers.

!e emphasis in the verb ‘to initiate’ seems to be not 
so much the process of training as the responsibility and 
status of the person initiated.

THE MEANING OF THE WORD ‘CHILD’
The Hebrew word translated “child” is na)ar. The 

question we must now consider is this: who was this 
na)ar who was to be initiated with celebration, respon-
sibility and status?12 
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First, the word applies to a wide variety of ages: a 
baby just born (1 Sam 4:21), an infant not yet weaned 
(1 Sam 1:22), or a baby of three months (Exod 2:6). 
However Joseph at 17—already a man in that culture—
is also called a na)ar (Gen 37:2). When he is 30 years old 
he is still called a na)ar (Gen 41:12, 46). !us age is not 
the primary focus of the word.

Second, the na)ar is frequently active in strictly adult 
activities (war [1 Sam 17:33]; cultic priestly duties and 
functions [ Judges 18:3-6]; special spy missions [ Josh 
6:22]; personal attendance on a patriarch, prophet, priest, 
king or son of a king [Gen 18:7; 2 Kgs 5:1-27; 1 Sam 
1:22, 24-25; 2 Sam 9:9, 2 Sam 13:17]; or supervision of 
the whole Solomonic labour force [1 Kgs 11:28]).

!ird, the word na)ar seems to point consistently to 
an adolescent on the threshold of maturity, emphasizing 
his role in society and the responsibility that goes with 
it as well as his dependent relationship to a superior, e.g. 
elder. !ere are at least six Hebrew words which focus 
on a young male when age is the point. !e word na)ar is 
associated with words stressing status, something which 
is not normally the case for the words which stress age.

(a) Personal Attendant
One area where the word na)ar is frequently used is 

the domestic realm. It refers to the personal attendant of 
a great man. Abraham’s na)ar was called upon to prepare 
the special meal for the heavenly visitors (Gen 18:7-
8). Joseph is the na)ar who is in charge over Potiphar’s 
household (Gen 41:12). Joshua, as the personal atten-
dant of Moses, was called a na)ar (Exod 33:11). What 
is very interesting is that the trained men of Genesis 14 
are also called the n*)&rîm of Abraham in Gen 14:24 
(plural of na)ar).

(b) Military Cadet
Another area where the word na)aris o&en found is 

in military reports. !e na)ar is one category above the 
regular troops, but not yet a mighty warrior such as Joab 
or Abner. Gideon, the “mighty man of valour” ( Judges 
6:12) is told to take his trusted na)ar and go down to 
scout out the Midianite camp. !us the seasoned war-
rior, Gideon, is accompanied by a squire, who judging 
from the importance of the mission, is quite skillful 

and trustworthy. Jonathan, climbing the cli"s of Wadi 
Suwenit, took a trusted na)ar to face the formidable 
Philistine host. !ere are many such uses.

(c) The na)ar in Proverbs (1:4, 7:7, 20:11, 22:6, 15, 
23:13, 29:15)

!e word na)ar occurs seven times in Proverbs. !e 
evidence here %ts what we have seen already. !e advice 
given to the na)ar is sexual advice, economic counsel, 
political instruction, social graces, and military advice. 
All of this seems more suitable for a young adolescent 
than a child.

THE MEANING OF “ACCORDING TO  
HIS WAY”
Several widely differing views have been taken of the 
meaning of the phrase “according to his way.” !e fol-
lowing is a summary of Hildebrandt’s evaluation of the 
various views.

(a) the moral view
!e %rst view is that ‘his way’ refers to the path of 

morality, righteousness and wisdom. Usually, however, 
when the word ‘way’ is used in this manner it has a qual-
i%er or adjective: i.e. the way of life (6:23), the way of 
understanding (9:6), the good way (2:20), the way of 
righteousness (16:31), or the evil way (2:12), the way 
of the wicked (4:19). Since there is no quali%er in our 
verse, this view is unlikely.

(b) the vocational view
!e second view is that ‘his way’ refers to the child’s 

vocation. !is is unlikely because in the ancient Near East 
children were normally trained to follow the father’s foot-
steps. Choosing a career or vocation is a modern problem 
that arose only a&er the industrial revolution.

(c) the personal aptitude view
The third view is that ‘his way’ refers to the child’s 

developing capacities, interests, and inclinations. I have 
heard preachers say that since the word ‘way’ comes from 
a verb which can be used for bending a bow, that we 
should understand here the idea of a child’s ‘bent’. !is 
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is bad linguistic methodology. Some scholars like Bruce 
Waltke, however, do use appropriate linguistic method-
ology and argue that the initiation has to %t the mental 
and physical abilities of the child.13 !is view is incorrect, 
however, because it is based on understanding na)ar as a 
child. It also does not %t well with the notion of ‘initia-
tion’ rather than ‘train’ as the meaning of the verb.

(d) the personal demands view
A fourth view is that we should understand ‘his 

way’ ironically or negatively. !ey suggest that the verse 
is saying that if you rear a child by acquiescing to his 
desires and demands, when he is old you will never 
break him out of it. !us the child, le& to himself, will 
become irretrievably recalcitrant—spoiled, continually 
demanding his own way. But giving up on the na)ar is 
opposed to the optimistic outlook that Proverbs has on 
the teachability of the na)ar (Proverbs 1:4). !is view 
is probably attractive to modern mind because we are 
ruggedly individualistic and developmentally sensi-
tive. Gordon Hugenberger, who argues for this view, 
does not provide persuasive evidence that this “ironic” 
approach to interpreting proverbs can be paralleled else-
where in Proverbs.14

(e) the status view
Franz Delitzsch, a 19th century evangelical scholar, 

was surely right in stressing that the meaning of “the 
way” must be determined by the noun to which the pro-
noun his refers.15 If na)ar is understood as a high-born 
squire, then it may be suggested that “according to his 
way” means according to the o$ce or role that he will 
occupy. He is to be broken in as a na)ar with the dignity 
and responsibility that goes with this role. !e phrase 
actually should be translated “according to the dictates 
of his way.” It indicates the measure or standard of who 
he is and what he is to become.

CONCLUSION
!e conclusion of Hildebrant is worth citing:

This verse also teaches that when someone 
engages in an activity for the %rst time, a celebra-

tion of the event would encourage him in the cor-
rect path (e.g., Jewish Bar-Mitzvah celebrations). 
!us, a word or deed of encouragement (recogni-
tion and celebration) that bestows respect and 
responsibility commensurate with status is one 
of the most powerful aspects of parental involve-
ment in the life of an adolescent. … If given that 
type of recognition, he will willingly continue his 
services when he gets older because he has gained 
in that position the dignity, respect and responsi-
bility which provide him with a healthy level of 
satisfaction.16

Hildebrandt’s analysis is thorough; we can evaluate 
his assessment as follows. !e phrase in Hebrew is )al pî 
darkô which means “according to the dictates of his way.” 
The meaning of the phrase is not in doubt. The main 
problem is that the proverb lacks context and it is dif-
%cult to be certain as to whether it is speaking of a child, 
an adolescent at the threshold of maturity, or a social class 
such as a cadet, retainer, squire, or servant.17 If a child is in 
view, early training is in view and the mental or physical 
abilities of the child must be accounted for in the educa-
tion.18 If a social class is in view, then Delitzsch is right. 
Since Proverbs is by and large a manual for parents and 
the word initiate suits an adolescent rather than a child, 
the main teaching of this proverb is that we should conse-
crate and initiate young people into their adult roles and 
responsibilities with celebration.

A Piece of Plastic Clay

I took a piece of plastic clay
And idly fashioned it one day,
And as my %ngers pressed it still,
It moved and yielded at my will.

I came again when days were past;
!e bit of clay was hard at last,
!e form I gave it still it bore,
But I could change that form no more.

I took a piece of living clay,
And gently formed it day by day,
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And molded with my power and art
A young child’s so& and yielding heart.

I came again when days were gone;
It was a man I looked upon;
!at early impress still he wore,
And I could change it never more.

(Author Unknown)

THE PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 
(PROV 3:1-4)
Proverbs 3:1-20 constitutes the !ird Homily in a series 
of Ten Homilies given by the father to the son in what 
we may call “the Father’s Praise of Wisdom.” !is hom-
ily or serious talk, in contrast to the First Homily, shows 
the right way to acquire and gain the good life. In both 
the Introduction (vv. 1-4) and the Main Body (vv. 5-12) 
of this !ird Homily, the odd verses contain commands 
while the even verses contain promises.

!e essence of verse one is a command to preserve 
the parental teaching. The father calls his teaching 
‘instruction’ (tôrâ); he calls his instructions ‘commands’. 
These are the same words used for the covenant God 
made with Israel at Sinai which was recapitulated on the 
Plains of Moab in Deuteronomy. !erefore, when the 
parental teaching is based on Scripture, it is as authori-
tative and as important as God’s Instruction (tôrâ) 
through Moses.

!e %rst verb is “Do not forget!” !is word does not 
refer to absentmindedness, but speaks instead of a moral 
lapse (cf. Deut 8:11-14). It speaks of the danger of self-
su$ciency when things are going well. !e second verb 
is “Keep!” It is used in Isaiah 5:2 of guarding the vineyard 
from the watchtower. Proverbs 3:2 = Exodus 20:12.

!e essence of the second command in verse 3 is to 
maintain a right relationship to our parents: “Let love 
and faithfulness never leave you; bind them around 
your neck, write them on the tablet of your heart.” Two 
things are striking in this verse. First, the words “love 
and faithfulness” render the Hebrew terms esed and 
’.met. These two words describe a covenant relation-
ship. !e same pair of words is used in Exod 34:6 of the 
relationship between Yahweh and his people, Israel, and 

in Joshua 2:14 of a covenant or agreement of human 
friendship (between Rahab and the spies). !e assump-
tion, here, is that the child has a covenantal relationship 
and covenant responsibilities to their parents.

Second, the command “bind them … write them 
…” remind us of many places where the commands 
or words of the Mosaic Torah are to be written down 
(Exod 12:14; 13:9, 16; Deut 6:8-9; 11:18; Jer 31:33; 
Prov 1:9; 6:21; 7:3). Normally the objects of this pair of 
words are the individual commands or instructions of 
the covenant. Here in Prov 3:4 the 3rd person mascu-
line pronoun clearly refers to esed and ’*met. Kindness 
and faithfulness speak of the character / manner of our 
obedience, i.e. the quality or way of performing our cov-
enant responsibilities. !us, Prov 3:4 is equivalent to the 
parallel passages, but the emphasis here is on the manner 
in which children render obedience to their parents: the 
motivation for obeying parents is covenant loyalty, not 
duress. As children, our beauty lies in obeying parents (1 
Pet 3:3-6). We must internalise the home teachings and 
thus maintain a right relationship to our parents.

THE MODEL HOME (PROV 4:1-3)
The Introduction (Prov 4:1-3) to the Fifth Homily 
(Prov 4:1-9) which deals with the priority of wisdom, 
gives us a glimpse or vignette of the model home. 

First we see the focus on sound teaching. !e father 
says, “I give you sound learning.” !e Hebrew word is 
leqa . It comes from a root meaning “to receive” and 
refers to something received and handed down, i.e. 
tradition in the good sense of the word. It is the teach-
ing that is proven from generation to generation. By 
de%nition, divine revelation only occurs once and is not 
repeated. God does not “do Sinai” for every generation 
of Israelites or repeat the incarnation for every genera-
tion of Christians. So the divine instruction must be 
passed on from generation to generation and the family 
is the divinely chosen means for this to take place. !is 
word from the parents must be received by faith in the 
heart and confessed with the mouth (Romans 10:8-10). 
!us the parents are custodians of the Mosaic Torah or 
Instruction and must be accurate in transmitting it and 
also faithful to practise it.

Second, we see the focus on discipline: “Listen, 
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my sons, to a father’s instruction.” !e word translated 
“instruction” is mûs&r, the general word for discipline 
in Hebrew. !e book of Proverbs reveals two types of 
discipline: (1) discipline by word, i.e. preventative and 
(2) discipline by the rod, i.e. corrective discipline. We 
warn our children that if they pursue a certain course of 
action it will bring destructive consequences. If they dis-
regard the warning, then we bring corrective discipline 
through some type of penalty. The rod (Prov 13:24; 
22:15; 23:13, 14; 29:15) is common to all ancient Near 
Eastern literature. Since in these texts the rod is related 
usually with the na)ar, we can conclude that the Bible is 
not speaking about beating small children harshly, but 
rather recommending that rebellious 15-16 year olds 
may be given some good corporal punishment to bring 
them back on track. Anyone who has taught this age 
group in school today would know that this is sound 
recommendation.

Thirdly, we note in this text the attitude towards 
children by the parents. !e father recalls a time when 
he was a boy and he was “tender” and the “only child” of 
his mother. !e same word rendered “tender” is used in 
Gen 33:13 of the children and the cows and ewes who 
are nursing young. !ey are exposed to danger and must 
not be driven hard as Jacob moves his #ocks and herds 
from Haran back to Canaan. !e term “only child” is a 
term in Hebrew which does not mean that the child is 
the only o"spring of the parents, but refers to the way 
in which the child is valued by the parents. Each child is 
viewed as if they are unique. !e parents account for the 
fact that their children are weak and exposed to danger 
and they give them a sense of inestimable worth so that 
they know they are valued. Bruce Waltke reported on a 
study done at Columbia University many years ago. !e 
study concluded that for twelve year olds the in#uence 
of parents was 53%, peers 46%, and social agencies 1%.19 
!e mood of the family was set at the breakfast table 
and the chief in#uence at the breakfast tables was set by 
the father. Today there is no family breakfast and few 
fathers who teach as the one in Proverbs 4.

CONCLUSION
Deuteronomy 6, Proverbs, and Ephesians 6 explain the 
divine righteousness in raising children and bring these 

truths across to the New Covenant by which we are 
related to God through the work of Jesus Christ. Educat-
ing and raising children entails a world-an-life-view that 
embraces everything and the task is placed primarily on 
the shoulders of both father and mother in the covenant 
community de%ned as family. !e training is to be both 
formal and informal and communicated through a %ne 
balancing of %rmness and kindness. Young people are 
to be consecrated to and initiated into their adult roles 
with celebration. In the model home, love that makes 
children feel unique and care that attends to their weak-
nesses trains them through attention to discipline and 
sound tradition. Children respond with an obedience 
motivation by covenant loyalty, not duress.
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