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Introduction

Ambassadors

Your house is noisy and not as clean as you’d like it to be, you and
your husband haven’t been out together for a long time, the laun-
dry has piled up once again, you just discovered there’s nothing to
pack for lunch, you’ve just broken up another fight, the schedule for
the week looks impossible, you seem to have more expenses than
money, none of the people around seem to be satisfied, and you feel
exhausted and unappreciated.

In the middle of all the endless parenting activities, many parents
get lost. They are doing lots of things, lots of good things, but they
don’t know why. They’ve been swallowed up into the daily grind of
parenting, but they’ve lost sight of what it is that they’re working
for or building toward. They don’t understand why these ones that
they love have the power to pull such irritation and frustration out
of them. The menial tasks that they have to do day after day get re-
duced to an endless catalog of unattractive duties that don’t seem to
have any overarching vision that holds them all together and sancti-
fies them with meaning and purpose.

As I've traveled the world talking about parenting, I’'ve had thou-
sands of exhausted parents ask me for more effective strategies for

this or that, when what they really need is a big picture parenting
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worldview that can explain, guide, and motivate all the things that
God calls them to do as parents. If you are going not only to cope,
but to thrive with vision and joy as a parent, you need more than the
next book that gives you seven steps to solving whatever. You need
God’s helicopter view of what he’s called you to do. You need a big
gospel parenting worldview that will not only make sense of your
task, but will change the way you approach it.

Yes, you did read it right. I am deeply persuaded that what is
missing in most Christian parent’s parenting are the big grand per-
spectives and principles of the gospel of Jesus Christ. These perspec-
tives and principles are radical and counterintuitive. They’re simply
not natural for us, but they’re essential to being what you’re sup-
posed to be and doing what you’re supposed to do as a parent. When
you parent with what the gospel says about God, you, your world,
your children, and God’s grace, you not only approach parenting in
brand-new ways, but you carry the burden of parenting in a very
different way.

I have to be honest here. I wrote a parenting book (Age of Op-
portunity), and I told myself and repeatedly told others that I was
not about to write another one, yet here I am doing just that. Why?
Because as I listened to people tell me how they had used Age in
the lives of their teenagers, I became increasingly uncomfortable. I
kept thinking, “No, that’s not exactly it,” or “No, that’s not what I
meant,” or “No, there’s something missing.” It took a while, but it
finally hit me that what bothered me in these conversations and what
was missing in these parents was the gospel that was the foundation
behind everything that I wrote. So with the publisher’s encourage-
ment, [ decided to write a parenting book, but not the typical kind.
This will not be a book of practical strategies for dealing with chil-
dren at the various ages of their development. This book will not
provide practical steps for dealing with the kinds of things every par-
ent faces. This book is meant to be a reorienting book. It is meant to
give you a new way of thinking about and responding to everything
that will be on your plate as a parent. This book is meant to give
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you vision, motivation, renewed strength, and the rest of heart that
every parent needs. It is written to give you the big gospel picture of
the task to which your Savior has called you.

Lost in the Middle of Your Own Parenting Story

The big picture starts with knowing who you are as a parent. I don’t
mean your name, address, and Social Security number. I mean who
you are in relation to who God is, to what life is about, and to who
your children are. If you don’t have this “who you are” perspective
right, you will miss the essence of what God has called you to, and
you will do things that no parent should do.

I am afraid that parenting confusion and dysfunction often begin
with parents having an ownership view of parenting. It is seldom
expressed and often unconscious, but it operates on this perspective
of parenting: “These children belong to me, so I can parent them
in the way I see fit.” Now, no parent actually says that, but it tends
to be the perspective that most of us fall into. In the press of over-
whelming responsibilities and a frenetic schedule, we lose sight of
what parenting is really about. We look at our children as belonging
to us, and we end up doing things that are short-sighted, not help-
ful in the long-run, more reactive than goal-oriented, and outside of
God’s great, big, wise plan.

Ownership parenting is not overtly selfish, abusive, or destruc-
tive; it involves a subtle shift in thinking and motivation that puts us
on a trajectory that leads our parenting far away from God’s design.
This shift is subtle because it takes place in little, mundane moments
of family life—moments that seem so small and insignificant that
the people in the middle of them are unaware of the movement that
has taken place. But the shifts are significant precisely because they
do take place in insignificant little moments, because those little
moments are the addresses where our parenting lives. Very little of
our parenting takes place in grand significant moments that have
stopped us in our tracks and commanded our full attention; parent-
ing takes place on the fly when we’re not really paying attention and
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are greeted with things that we did not know we were going to be
dealing with that day. It’s the repeated cycle of little unplanned mo-
ments that is the soul-shaping workroom of parenting.

Ouwnership parenting is motivated and shaped by what parents
want for their children and from their children. It is driven by a
vision of what we want our children to be and what we want our
children to give us in return. (I’ll say more about this later). It seems
right, it feels right, and it does many good things, but it is founda-
tionally misguided and misdirected and will not produce what God
intends in the lives that he has entrusted to our care. There, I’ve said
it! Good parenting, which does what God intends it to do, begins
with this radical and humbling recognition that our children don’t
actually belong to us. Rather, every child in every home, everywhere
on the globe, belongs to the One who created him or her. Children
are God’s possession (see Ps. 127:3) for his purpose. That means that
his plan for parents is that we would be his agents in the lives of these
ones that have been formed into his image and entrusted to our care.

The word that the Bible uses for this intermediary position is
ambassador. It really is the perfect word for what God has called
parents to be and to do. The only thing an ambassador does, if he’s
interested in keeping his job, is to faithfully represent the message,
methods, and character of the leader who has sent him. He is not free
to think, speak, or act independently. Everything he does, every deci-
sion he makes, and every interaction he has must be shaped by this
one question: “What is the will and plan of the one who sent me?”
The ambassador does not represent his own interest, his own per-
spective, or his own power. He does everything as an ambassador, or
he has forgotten who he is and he will not be in his position for long.

Parenting is ambassadorial work from beginning to end. It is not
to be shaped and directed by personal interest, personal need, or
cultural perspectives. Every parent everywhere is called to recognize
that they have been put on earth at a particular time and in a particu-
lar location to do one thing in the lives of their children. What is that
one thing? It is God’s will. Here’s what this means at street level: par-
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enting is not first about what we want for our children or from our
children, but about what God in grace has planned to do through us
in our children. To lose sight of this is to end up with a relationship
with our children that at the foundational level is neither Christian
nor true parenting because it has become more about our will and
our way than about the will and way of our Sovereign Savior King.

[ want to say right here and now that I am very bad at what I am
now writing about. I like sovereignty, I like ownership, and I like
having my will done on earth as God’s will is done in heaven! I often
treated my four children (who are now grown) as if they were my
possessions. I often suffered from ambassadorial schizophrenia—at
moments losing my mind, taking my parenting into my own hands,
and doing things that I shouldn’t have done. I was often a very poor
example of joyful submission to God’s law. I was often a very poor
representative of God’s grace. I was often more propelled by fear
than I was by faith. I often wanted short-term gain more than I
wanted long-term transformation. There were moments when I for-
got who I was, lost my mind, and did things that really didn’t make
any sense, or at least weren’t very helpful.

I am going to ask you right now to be honest and admit that
you’re like me. You too lose your way and forget who you are in
the middle of the endless, repetitive tasks of parenting the children
entrusted to your care. There are moments when you too lose your
mind. There are times when what you’re saying and doing just isn’t
helpful and definitely not ambassadorial.

You just sat down fifteen minutes ago after giving your five-times-
a-day lecture on loving your neighbor and are feeling momentarily
good about how it went; now you’re back in the family room with
your iPad. Before you have a chance to hit the button for your favor-
ite magazine app, you hear angry voices floating down the hallway
from the very room you were just in. You can’t believe it! You’re
tired, and it feels personal. You want to throw your iPad through
the window, but you know doing so would break both. You wish
the insanity would stop so you could enjoy just one sane personal
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moment. You don’t regret that you have children, but at this point
you kinda wish they weren’t your children. You’re angry, and you’re
about to lose your mind, forgetting who you are and what you’ve
been called to do. Emotion is propelling you down the hallway, and
that emotion is not love. An agenda is motivating you, and that
agenda is not grace. You are in the room and yelling before you
even realize you have left your family room chair. You’re talking,
but you’re not thinking. You’re reacting, but what you’re doing is
not parenting. You’re meting out a catalog of punishments, which
you’re later going to have to enforce. You threaten worse if you have
to come down that hallway again. You leave the room mumbling
something about how you would have never thought of acting that
way when you were their age. You throw yourself into the chair,
grab your iPad, and open the app, but you’re not paying attention
because your emotions are raging. “What do I have to do to get them
to listen, to get them to obey for once?” you ask yourself as your
emotions calm. You feel a bit guilty, and because you do, you try to
convince yourself that your kids deserved it.

Who of us hasn’t been there? What parent can look back on the
days, weeks, months, and years that he had with his children with
no regret whatsoever? It is so important to humbly recognize how
counterintuitive ambassadorial parenting is and to seek the rescue
and the power to remember that only God in his amazing grace can
provide. Sin makes us all more natural owners than ambassadors.
Sin makes us all more demanding than patient. Sin causes all of us to
find punishment more natural than grace. Sin makes all of us more
able to see and be distressed by the sin, weakness, and failure of
others than we are about our own. Sin makes it easier for us to talk
at other people rather than listening to them. Here’s what all of this
means: the thing that constantly gets in the way of our ambassado-
rial calling as parents is us! Humbly confessing this is the first step

in your ambassadorship.
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Owner or Ambassador?

Perhaps you’re thinking at this point, “Paul, I don’t think I treat
my children like they’re my possessions. I think I try to serve God
in the lives of my children, but ’'m not sure.” Well, I want to help
you. Maybe the place to begin is to observe that few parents con-
duct themselves like total owners or complete ambassadors. I think
for most of us ownership parenting and ambassadorial parenting
represent a daily battle that is fought on the turf of our hearts. We
are constantly torn between what we want and what God wants.
We are constantly pulled one way by what we think is best and the
other way by what God says is best. We at one moment are way too
influenced by the values of the surrounding culture and at another
moment are very serious in our conviction that a biblical way of
thinking must shape our parenting. Sometimes we just want our chil-
dren to behave so our lives could be easier, while at other moments
we accept the fact that parenting is spiritual warfare.

It is helpful to think through, at a practical level, the difference
between ownership and ambassadorial parenting. I therefore distin-
guish between these two models of parenting in four areas that every
parent somehow, in some way, deals with: identity, work, success,
and reputation. The way you think about and interact with these
four things will expose and define who you think you are as a parent
and what you think your job is in raising your children.

1. Identity: Where you look to find your sense of who you are.

Owner: Owner parents tend to look to get their identity, mean-
ing, purpose, and inner sense of well-being from their children. Their
children tend to be saddled with the unbearable burden of their
parents’ sense of self-worth. I have to say this: parenting is a mis-
erable place to look for your identity, if for no other reason than
the fact that every parent parents sinners. Children come into the
world with significant brokenness inside of them that causes them to
push against the authority, wisdom, and guidance of their parents.
Parents who are looking to their children for identity tend to take
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their children’s failures personally, as if they were done against them
intentionally, and respond to their children with personal hurt and
anger. But the reality is that God simply does not give you children
in order for you to feel that your life is worthwhile.

Ambassador: Parents who approach parenting as representatives
come to it with a deep sense of identity and are motivated by mean-
ing and purpose. They don’t need to get that from their children
because they have gotten it from the One whom they represent: the
Lord Jesus Christ. Because of this they are freed from coming to their
children hoping that they will get from them what no child is able to
give. They are freed from asking family life to give them life because
they have found life and their hearts are at rest. Because of this, they
are now freed to forget themselves and parent with the selflessness
and sacrifice that ambassadorial parenting requires.

2. Work: What you define as the work you have been called to do.

Owner: Owner parents think that their job is to turn their chil-
dren into something. They have a vision of what they want their
children to be, and they think that their work as parents is to use
their authority, time, money, and energy to form their children into
what they have conceived that they should be. I have counseled many
children who were breaking under the burden of the constant pres-
sure of parents who had a concrete vision and were determined that
these children would be what these parents had decided they would
be. Owner parents tend to think that they have the power and per-
sonal resources to mold their children into the children they envision.

Ambassador: Parents who really do understand that they are
never anything more than representatives of someone greater, wiser,
more powerful, and more gracious than they are know that their
daily work is not to turn their children into anything. They have come
to understand that they have no power whatsoever to change their
children and that without God’s wisdom they wouldn’t even know
what is best for their children. They know that what they have been

called to be are instruments in the hands of One who is gloriously
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wise and is the giver of the grace that has the power to rescue and
transform the children who have been entrusted to their care. They
are not motivated by a vision of what they want their children to be,

but by the potential of what grace could cause their children to be.

3. Success: What you define success to be.

Ouwner: These parents tend to be working toward a specific cata-
log of indicators in the lives of their children that would tell them
that they have been successful parents. Things like academic perfor-
mance, athletic achievement, musical ability, and social likability be-
come the horizontal markers of how well they have done their jobs.
Now these things are not unimportant, but they simply are unable
to measure successful parenting. Good parents don’t always produce
good kids, and parents should constantly be asking themselves where
they get the set of values that tell them whether they have “good”
kids or not. I am afraid that many good parents live with long-term
feelings of failure because their children have not turned out the way
they hoped.

Ambassador: These parents have faced the scary truth that they
have no power at all to produce anything in their children. Because
of this they haven’t attached their definition of successful parent-
ing to a catalog of horizontal outcomes. Successful parenting is not
first about what you’ve produced; rather, it’s first about what you
have done. Let me say it this way: successful parenting is not about
achieving goals (that you have no power to produce) but about being
a usable and faithful tool in the hands of the One who alone is able

to produce good things in your children.

4. Reputation: What tells people who you are and what you’re
about.

Owner: Owner parents unwittingly turn their children into their
trophies. They tend to want to be able to parade their children in
public to the applause of the people around them. This is why so

many parents struggle with the crazy, zany phases that their children
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go through as they are growing up. They’re not so much concerned
about what that craziness says about their children, but what it say
about them. Children in these homes feel both the burden of carrying
their parents’ reputation and the sting of their disappointment and
embarrassment. Owner parents tend to be angry and disappointed
with their children, not first because they’ve broken God’s law, but
because whatever they have done has brought hassle and embarrass-
ment to them.

Ambassador: These parents have come to understand that par-
enting sinners will expose them to public misunderstanding and
embarrassment somehow, someway. They have come to accept the
humbling messiness of the job God has called them to do. And they
understand that if their children grow and mature in life and godli-
ness, they become not so much their trophies, but trophies of the
Savior that they have sought to serve. For them, it’s God who does
the work and God who gets the glory; they are just gratified that they
were able to be the tools that God used.

Are you ready to chuck the burden of being an owner and begin
to experience what parenting looks like when you know that you
have been called to represent the message, methods, and character of
the Owner of your kids? Are you ready to be freed from the burden
of trying to create change, and to experience the rest to be found in
functioning as a tool of the One whose grace alone has the power to
change? Then this book is for you. It is meant to yank you out of the
daily grind and to consider the big picture of what God is inviting
you to be part of as he works in the hearts and lives of your children.
It is meant to help you see how radically different parenting becomes
when you quit trying to produce change and become a willing tool
of the grace that rescues, forgives, and changes. Each chapter will
introduce and explain a parenting principle that takes that grace seri-
ously. Many of you are exhausted, discouraged, and frustrated. How
about considering a new and better way: the way of grace?
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Principle: Nothing is more important in your life than

being one of God’s tools to form a human soul.

You’re frustrated because for some reason on this particular Tues-
day night your two-year-old daughter has decided that she will not,
under any circumstance, pressure, or threat, eat her peas. You’re
not asking her to eat poison; they’re peas—silly little, round, green
vegetal orbs! What in the world is in her mind right now? Why do
these little tasks have to be so hard?

You can’t believe it—another note from his teacher. This is the
fifth note in three weeks, and he’s only in kindergarten! For some
reason he won’t stop talking in class during the moments when he’s
not supposed to be talking. He talks when the teacher talks. He talks
when other students are trying to talk. He talks with his mouth full
during lunchtime. He talks his way through his nap time. He talks
when you’re trying to talk to him about talking too much! And you
thought that finally sending him to school would simplify your life.
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It’s been one of those days. You’re convinced it’s a sibling con-
spiracy against you. It feels as if your children have plotted together
to make this day particularly difficult. It feels as if it’s you against
The Legion of Rebellious Ones. You’ve lost your patience too many
times. You’ve said and done embarrassing things. You raised your
voice and made ominous threats, but nothing has seemed to help.
You’ve lost control of your own house and, silently and with a bit
of guilt, you wish for the simple days of before.

You’ve just had one of the best conversations you’ve ever had as a
parent; it’s hard to imagine that an eleven-year-old could be so deep,
so philosophical. You were caught off guard; you had no idea that in
this passing moment time would stop and profound considerations
would be on the table. You didn’t feel very prepared; you stumbled
over your words. You hoped what you said was helpful, understand-
able, and wise. You hope the way you said things would open up
more conversations. You just wish an alarm would have gone off,
telling you that things were about to get very serious.

She seems embarrassed by you. It really does hurt. She used to run
into your arms for comfort and love. She loved to hold your hand as
she skipped her way through the mall. She would dress up in your
clothes and pretend to be you. She’d get on a stool in the kitchen and
“help” you cook dinner. She would run to you with that great big
smile when she won the ribbon at gymnastics. Now she wants you
to drop her off at the mall and asks you please not to come in. She
doesn’t really want you to pick her up from school and when you
do, she wants you to park down the street. She doesn’t bring many
friends home and when she does, they hide in her room out of sight
and separate from you. You want her to run up to you and bury her
head in your chest and say, “I love you. Mommy,” like she used to,
but you don’t think she will.

You’ve taken them to a movie; it’s the one thing you all enjoy

doing as a family. It was billed as a fun family comedy, but it’s been
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filled with sexual innuendo from beginning to end. You didn’t catch
the last part of the movie because your mind had wandered away
thinking of what you should say, how you should handle what your
children were exposed to. How much did they understand? If you
talk to them, will you just be opening a can of worms? Is it time to
have a very frank talk about sex? Are you ready? Are they ready?
How will you do it? When will you do it? You wish you had a script
to follow.

As you carry the final bit of his stuff up to his dorm room, you
tell yourself that he’s a good kid, but you really wonder if he’s ready.
You look at him, and you don’t see a university student; you see a
leaky-nosed, scuffed-kneed six-year-old begging to spend the night
with a friend. He did okay in high school; no drugs, sex, or jail time.
He was determined to go away to college, somewhere new, some-
where different from home. You worry that his dorm has double the
students that were in his high school. The girls walking around the
hallways of his coed dorm make you uncomfortable. You want to
grab him, throw him and his pile of stuff into the car, and get out of
there as fast as you can before you lose him completely. He tells you
not to worry, that he will be okay, but it doesn’t help. You pray with
him before you leave, but you’re still a wreck. You ask him to call
later, but you don’t think he will.

She finished college. She’s come back home while she looks for
a job. You thought that your parenting days were over, but they’re
clearly not. The state of her room, her choice of friends, and the
way she spends her time make you wonder if she is ready to be a
full-fledged adult. You have mixed emotions. You loved having your
house and your time back again, but you missed being a mom. Now
she’s back and it’s different. You know she still needs you, that she’ll
need guidance as she makes her launch, but you’re not sure she real-
izes it. Every night you try to go to bed and sleep at the normal time,

but you never really get to sleep until you hear the door and know
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she’s home safe. You’re tired of being a parent and thankful that she’s

home, all at the same time.

You’re haunted by regret. You don’t want to be, but you are; not
about anything big, but about all those little moments of failure.
You remember the little promises you made that you got too busy
to keep. The moments when you yelled when you should have been
listening. You remember how hard it was to have children and be
fair and how often you failed. You remember falling asleep at recitals
and hope they never knew. You remember making ridiculous threats
and hope they don’t remember as well as you do. You remember that
time you stopped the van, made them all get out, and told them that
you wouldn’t let them back in until they could get along with one
another. You remember that it was easier to announce the law than

to give grace. You’d like to be free of regret, but you’re not.

What is everything I just described about? What unifies all these
parental scenarios? They are all about a calling—one of the most sig-
nificant callings that could ever be laid in the lap of a human being.
If you would stop and think about its full ramifications, it would
make you run away unless it had already made you too weak in
the knees. In a way it’s insane for anyone to actually think that they
could take this on. You’d have to be delusional to think that you’re
actually prepared. It has the quality of standing before a 747 and
telling yourself that you could pick it up if you wanted to. It seems
that this could possibly be the one mistake of an otherwise perfect
God. Is it really true that God asks parents to be his agents-on-hand
for the forming of a human soul? Really? Let’s consider the enormity

of God’s plan and what it means for you as parents.

Parents as Treasure Hunters
Here’s what you need to understand: everything you do and say in
your life, every choice that you make, and everything you decide

to invest in is a reflection of a system of internalized values in your
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heart. As beings made in God’s likeness, we do not function by in-
stinct. Rather, we are value-motivated human beings. Your words,
your time commitments, your finances, your emotional highs and
lows, your relationships, and your spiritual habits together form a
portrait of what is really valuable to you. Think with me for a mo-
ment; if I were to watch with you the video of your last two months,
what would I conclude is of true value to you? Or, if I were to watch
the last few months of you parenting your kids, what would I say
about the level of importance given to this foundational task that
God has assigned to you?

I write in What Did You Expect? that when we talk about val-
ues, no passage is more helpful than Matthew 6:19-34. (Why don’t
you stop and read it right now?) In this passage Jesus uses the word
treasure to capture the fact that we all live in pursuit of what we’ve
named as important. We are all alike in the fact that we all get up
every morning and dig down into the soil of our lives to find some
kind of treasure. And the way we speak and behave is our attempt to
get out of our lives and relationships the things that are important to
us. Now, this is hard to accept, but it needs to be said: parenting is
either a thing of the highest treasure to you, and that is demonstrated
in your choices, words, and actions every day, or it’s not.

So it’s humbling but helpful to admit that on this side of our final
home, many, many things in our lives as parents compete for a place
in the treasure center of our hearts. For example, we live in a world
of beautiful physical things, either created by God or crafted by man
out of what God created. These physical things play to the quest for
beauty that God built inside us, but they can command a place in
our hearts that God never intended. And if the pleasure of physical
possessions becomes too important for you, it will create all kinds
of dysfunction in tasks that God has called you to as a parent. For
example, parents who are too controlled by possessions (houses,
cars, lawns, furniture, artwork, etc.) tend to be so busy acquiring,
maintaining, financing, and protecting their possessions that they
have way too little time to invest in their children in the way God
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intended. Or parents who love possessions too much tend to be so
uptight about protecting their possessions that they unwittingly turn
their home into an uncomfortable furniture and craft museum that
their children are now tasked to live in. It’s possible for a mom to
be more worried about stains on her couch than the soul of her son,
or for a dad to be more focused on the shine and maintenance of
his new car than the heart of his daughter. There are parents who
fail to be hospitable to the friends of their children because they
are concerned about the impact on their physical surroundings and
possessions. Do physical things get in the way of, or create needless
tension in, your parenting?

Or how about success? I am persuaded that the desire for success
is another thing that the Creator wired inside us. In the image of
the Creator, we’re designed to create. We were made to be builders,
managers, and doers. We were designed to change our surroundings.
We were created to leave an imprint of our work as we move on to
another place. We were made to strategize and achieve. Because of
all of this achievement, success is important to us. We all want to be
successful. In fact, if you have no motivation to succeed anywhere in
your life, if you don’t care about accomplishing anything, we would
all think that something is emotionally or spiritually wrong with you
and that you need help. But, like possessions, this very good, God-
created thing can become a bad thing in your life if it becomes the
ruling treasure it was never meant to be.

Thousands and thousands of children are handed over every day
to people they don’t know because success in work and career has
become too important for their parents. Since neither parent is will-
ing to step away from their work outside the home for fear of its
long-term implications on their career and finances, no one is left to
take care of the children, so someone else must be hired to do it. I
know this is controversial, and I would never judge a couple who
have their children in day care without knowing the details of why
they made that decision, but I am troubled that we are not talking
about this more. I am saddened by the numbers of children who are
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not with their parents for the bulk of the day during their formative
years. | am saddened by the growing cultural comfortability with
“latchkey” children. I am concerned about how many exhausted
parents pick up their children at the end of their day and are just
not able to have the kind of patience and grace that they need for
the rest of the evening with their children. This not a matter of a
busy schedule, but busyness that is a matter of values. How many
children rarely see their fathers because Dad is off to work before
the kids are up and around and home from work after they go to
bed? By the time they are teenagers, they are used to Dad not being
involved with their lives and don’t expect attention or participation
from him anymore. How has the value of career success impacted
your commitment to the work that God has called you to as parents?

Fasten your seatbelts; ’'m going to be even more controversial
here. I am deeply persuaded that for many people, it is their commit-
ment to ministry that constantly gets in the way of doing what God
has called them to do as parents. Perhaps this is the most deceptive
treasure temptation of all. There are many, many ministry fathers
and mothers who ease their guilty consciences about their inatten-
tion and absence by telling themselves that they are doing “the Lord’s
work.” So they accept another speaking engagement, another short-
term missions trip, another ministry move, or yet another evening
meeting thinking that their values are solidly biblical, when they are
consistently neglecting a significant part of what God has called them
to. Sadly, their children grow up thinking of Jesus as the one who
over and over again took their mom and dad from them.

This is a conversation that parents in ministry need to have and to
keep open. It is very interesting that if you listen to people who are
preparing couples for a life of ministry, they will warn them about
the normal and inescapable tensions between ministry demands and
parental calling. But I propose that two observations need to be
made here. First, the New Testament never assumes this tension. It
never warns you that if you have family and you’re called to ministry
that you will find yourself in a value catch-22 again and again—that
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it’s nearly impossible to do both well. There is not one warning like
this in the Bible. The only thing that gets close to it is that one of
the qualifications for an elder is that he must lead his family well.
Perhaps this tension is not the result of poor planning on God’s part,
but because we are seeking to get things out of ministry that we were
never meant to get, and because we are, we make bad choices that
are harmful to our families. If you get your identity, meaning and
purpose, reason for getting up in the morning, and inner peace from
your ministry, you are asking your ministry to be your own personal
messiah, and because you are, it will be very hard for you to say no,
and because it is hard for you to say no, you will tend to neglect
important time-relationship commitments you should be making to
your children.

But there’s one more observation to be considered. The Bible is
very clear that God is not so unloving, unwise, unfaithful, and un-
kind as to call us to one command that will necessitate the breaking
of another one of his commands. His commands are not competing
demands that flow out of competing value systems. They are a single
fabric of threads that, woven together, define what it means to live in
a way that is good, right, beautiful, and pleasing to him. Committing
yourself to obey one of his commands never means you will suffer
and be punished because it has caused you to disobey another. None
of his commands exist in isolation and none of them conflict.

So if zeal for ministry causes me to be less than faithful to my
calling as a parent in the way that I manage my time and energy, [ am
seeking to get something out of my ministry that I am not supposed
to get. Do ministry decisions and commitments make it hard for you
to faithfully do your work as a parent?

I would ask you right now to be humble, open, and honest. What
competes in your heart and therefore in your daily decisions for the
value that parenting should have? In your mundane, repeated, daily
schedule does parenting have the place of high honor and high im-
portance that God intended? What other things get in the way? What
new and better choices is God calling you to make?
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Here’s How God Values Parents

The value of parenting goes to the heart of what God has designed
every human being to know and to be. To lose this thing is literally
to lose a piece of your humanity. Parenting gets to the core of what
should motivate every thought, desire, word, decision, or action that
every human being has ever taken. There is nothing in the life of
any child ever born that is more needed than this. This is the thing
that makes parenting of highest importance—holy in the true sense
of what that word means. This should be the goal at the bottom of
all the things you do and all the things you want for your children.
To lose sight of this is to miss the point of parenting. To lose sight
of this removes the tracks that give direction to all that you do with
each of your children. This is the thing that should satisfy you on
those goods days with your children and keep you motivated on the
very hard days with them. This really is the central task that makes
your work as a parent a treasure of extreme value. Pay attention to
the words below:

Hear, O Israel; The LorD our God, the LoRD is one. You shall
love the LorD your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your might. And these words that I command
you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them dili-
gently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in
your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie
down, and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your
hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall
write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.
(Deut. 6:4-9)

When your son asks you in time to come, “What is the meaning
of the testimonies and the statutes and the rules that the LorD
our God has commanded you?” then you shall say to your son,
“We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt. And the LORD brought us
out of Egypt with a mighty hand. And the LorD showed signs
and wonders, great and grievous, against Egypt and against Pha-
raoh and all his household, before our eyes. And he brought us
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out from there, that he might bring us in and give us the land that
he swore to give our fathers.” (Deut. 6:20-23)

There’s the value that God places on parenting, summarized in
a couple brief, but profound paragraphs. Your work as a parent is
a thing of extreme value because God has designed that you would
be a principal, consistent, and faithful tool in his hands for the pur-
pose of creating God-consciousness and God-submission in your
children. You can’t create this yourself, only God can, but you have
been appointed to be an irreplaceable tool in his powerful hands.
You see, at the core of what God designed human beings to be is the
acknowledgment of his existence and surrender to authority. Those
are the things that he meant to rule the heart of everyone who ever
lived. Your kids will never be what they’re supposed to be or do if
they lack God-consciousness. It is the essential thing that must be
developed in the heart of every child, and the passages above say that
that task was assigned by God to parents.

Your church was not designed to replace you, but to assist and
equip you for this essential work. Your government was never de-
signed to replace you, but to protect you as you do this core work.
The school near you will never replace you; at the very best it will
support you as you do the work that only you can do. You could
argue that the chief reason God put parents in children’s lives is so
that they would know him. The most important thing that a child
could ever learn about is the existence, character, and plan of God. If
you know this fact, it will alter the way you understand and interpret
every other fact in your life.

Now, although God, in grace, has placed you and your children
in a physical world that constantly points to him, your children came
into the world with a devastating problem. Your children have the
perverse and life-shaping ability to look at the world around them
and not see God. They will consistently see the signs (the created
world), but they will consistently fail to see what the signs point to

(the existence and glory of God). And if you don’t acknowledge God,
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not only are you a profoundly disadvantaged human being, but you
will then insert yourself in the middle of your world and make it all
about you. Children who don’t acknowledge God will act as if they
are God and will resist the help and rescue that God has provided
for them through their parents.

But there is more. At some point your children are going to begin
to wonder why they have the rules that they have, why they have
been told to believe certain things, and who in the world put you in
charge. Sadly, many parents have little more to say than, “Do it be-
cause I told you to do it,” or “Do it or you’re going to get punished.”
Those explanations get a response from your children only as long
as they fear you, but there will come a time when they don’t fear you
anymore. If all you’ve given your children is fear of you, then when
they leave your home, they will no longer have anything to motivate
them to do what is right.

The second paragraph from Deuteronomy 6 helps us here. It tells
us that we should root all the rules and beliefs that we give our chil-
dren not only in the existence of God, but in the things that he has,
in grace, done for us. You could say that the advice here is to connect
everything you require of your children in behavior and belief to the
story of redemption. When your child questions the rules, don’t puff
up your chest and tell him he better obey or else; talk to him about
a loving Redeemer, who not only created him but shed his blood for
him so that he could know and do what is right. When your child
wonders about what is right and what is wrong, don’t just threaten
him with the law of God; woo him with the sweet music of the grace
of God. When she is struggling with what God says is right, don’t
talk of God as just a judge, but as a helper and a friend who meets
us in our weakness with forgiveness, wisdom, and strength. Blow
your child away with God’s patience, mercy, and love. Talk again
and again about how he willingly exercises his power for our help,
benefit, and rescue. Go beyond enforcing your authority and point
to his authority, and go beyond pointing to his authority to pointing
your children to his grace.
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God hasn’t made a mistake in tasking you with being his tool for
the forming of the souls of your children. You see, he has opened
the eyes of your heart to his existence, presence, and rule so that you
could be a tool of the same in your children. He has revealed himself
to you not just for you but for your children. But there’s something
else he’s done. He’s bestowed upon you his forgiving, rescuing, trans-
forming, and delivering grace so that you could be his tool of the
same in the lives of each of your children. His gift of grace is not just
so that you would be a recipient of grace but also a daily instrument
of that very same grace in the lives of those he has placed in your
care. In his grace you find everything that you need to be what God
wants you to be in the lives of your children and to do what he has
called you to do with them.

Here’s the bottom line: God has met you so that you would be
ready to introduce his glory and grace to your children. Every day
is filled with opportunities to point to God, maybe in the fact that
water boils, that leaves turn, and that the sun comes up in the morn-
ing, or maybe in the power of the storm, the taste of a steak, the
beauty of a sunset, or the honey from a bee; all these things exist and
are held together only because God created and controls the physical
world. God has opened your eyes to his presence and glory so you
could help open the eyes of your children. So capture the opportuni-
ties around you to point to him. Don’t let a day pass without doing it
and don’t feel that it’s weird to talk about God all the time. He is so
pictured by his creation that it is positively weird not to be reminded
of him and talk about him all the time. And remember, the teenager
needs this as much as the toddler does. Nothing is more important
in all of life than this; it really is what makes parents so valuable.

There’s one more thing that needs to be said; it will be a theme in
this book. No one gives grace better than a parent who humbly ad-
mits that he desperately needs it himself. Today, with your children,
how about being that kind of parent?
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