
Farley, Parenting.indd   1 8/4/09   6:01:10 PM



Farley, Parenting.indd   2 8/4/09   6:01:10 PM



Farley, Parenting.indd   3 8/4/09   6:01:12 PM



© 2009 by William P. Farley

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, 
mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—except for brief quota-
tions for the purpose of review or comment, without the prior permission 
of the publisher, P&R Publishing Company, P.O. Box 817, Phillipsburg, 
New Jersey 08865-0817.

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, 
English Standard Version, copyright © 2001, 2007 by Crossway Bibles, a divi-
sion of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Italics within Scripture quotations indicate emphasis added.

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Farley, William P., 1948–
  Gospel-powered parenting : how the Gospel shapes and transforms 
parenting / William P. Farley.
       p. cm.
  Includes bibliographical references.
  ISBN 978-1-59638-135-3 (pbk.)
 1.  Parents—Religious life. 2.  Parenting—Religious aspects—Christianity.  
I. Title.
  BV4529.F36 2009
  248.8'45—dc22
                                                            2009024300

Farley, Parenting.indd   4 8/4/09   6:01:12 PM



To my five children,
Sarah, Anne, Ruth, David, and Joseph

Farley, Parenting.indd   5 8/4/09   6:01:12 PM



Farley, Parenting.indd   6 8/4/09   6:01:12 PM



7

CONTENTS

  Acknowledgments     9

  Introduction     13

 1. Intellectual Submarines     17

 2. Gospel-Powered Parenting     39

 3. Gospel Fear     53

 4. A Holy Father     69

 5. A Gracious Father     87

 6. The First Principle of Parenting     105

 7. Gospel Fathers     125

 8. Foundations of Discipline     145

 9. Discipline That Preaches     163

 10. Food for the Hungry     175

 11. Gospel Love     195

 12. Amazing Grace     217

  Notes     221

Farley, Parenting.indd   7 8/4/09   6:01:12 PM



Farley, Parenting.indd   8 8/4/09   6:01:12 PM



9

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I want to start by thanking my parents. Through God’s 
providential kindness, I grew up in a stable, loving home. 
My parents faithfully persisted in the application of their 
wedding vows. We just celebrated their sixtieth anniver-
sary. For their example of dedication, love, and commit-
ment, I will be eternally indebted. My parents disciplined 
me, expected big things from me, and always loved me 
unconditionally. 

Thank you, Dad and Mom. 
Second, I want to thank my beloved wife and best friend. 

As I will indicate many times throughout this book, parent-
ing is a team sport. Judy is my most valued teammate. She 
has always supported me in front of our children, even when 
I did not deserve it, which was often. She has always served 
her husband and children lavishly. I consider her the model 
wife and mother. In praise I can’t do better than the words 
of Proverbs.

Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain,
 but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.

Farley, Parenting.indd   9 8/4/09   6:01:12 PM



10

A CK NO W L ED GMEN T S

Give her of the fruit of her hands,
 and let her works praise her in the gates.  

(Prov. 31:30–31)

In the following pages, you will read much about the fear of 
God. Judy models it. For that I, our children, and our grand-
children will be eternally grateful. 

In addition, she spent hours reading this manuscript back 
to me while supplying valuable critique. This book is the joint 
testimony of our parenting journey. Her fingerprints are on 
every paragraph. 

Third, I want to thank my son Dave, who also read this 
manuscript and provided constructive criticism. He is a gradu-
ate of Covenant Theological Seminary and now serves as my 
assistant. You will read many stories about him in the following 
pages. You will be amazed, and encouraged, to know that he 
turned out so well. We serve a big God. David, thank you for 
your encouragement. 

Also, many thanks to Dave York, pastor of Covenant Life 
Fellowship in Roseburg, Oregon, for his faithful reading and 
valuable feedback. 

Many thanks to Marvin Padgett, the editor at P&R Publish-
ing, for taking a risk with this manuscript. May it return many 
profits to his organization for the glory of God. 

Thanks to my brothers and sisters at Grace Christian Fel-
lowship in Spokane, Washington. They have encouraged me 
to write, and endured the times when I have been unavailable 
because of this project’s demands. 

Finally, and most importantly, I want to thank the living 
God. “For from him and through him and to him are all things” 

Farley, Parenting.indd   10 8/4/09   6:01:12 PM



11

A CK NO W L ED GMEN T S

(Rom. 11:36). This means that all that we have and are is from 
God. Any good in our lives comes by Christ’s Spirit working 
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INTRODUCTION

George Barna notes that approximately seventy-five thou-
sand books have been published on parenting in the last ten 
years.1 So why a new book on parenting? The short answer 
is simple: Christian parenting is in disarray. The statistics in 
chapter 1 will make that clear. 

This is no small matter. Parenting is crucial. Success or 
failure can qualify or disqualify a man for spiritual leadership 
(1 Tim. 3:1–13). In addition, the by-product of today’s parental 
successes or failures will determine the face and temper of the 
church for generations to come. 

Many do not think the Bible is sufficient to equip parents. 
Most Christian books on parenting borrow heavily from the 
therapeutic world and then season the result with a few Bible 
verses. I wrote this book to center parenting in the Bible, 
more specifically the core of the Bible—the gospel. I am con-
vinced that the gospel is sufficient to answer all our parenting 
questions. 

Although the American family has become a polyglot of 
divorced spouses, homosexual couples, and unwed mothers, 
I have aimed this material at the increasingly rare Christian 
family with a female mom and a male dad, married, and living 
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under the same roof. I hope this book will also help the mil-
lions of single parents fighting the good fight alone. 

TWO EXPERIENCES

Many unique experiences have affected my approach to 
parenting. The first and most powerful came through reading 
the Bible. When my children were in their preschool years, 
I began to devour the Bible, especially Proverbs. When my 
eldest daughter was in her early teens, I discovered Reformed 
theology, and with it a deepening understanding of the gos-
pel. This included a steadily expanding understanding of the 
implications of the gospel for parenting. 

Second, life experience has also impacted me. For eighteen 
years, from my mid twenties to my mid forties, my family was 
in the same church. Many of our initial friends were young 
couples with preschool-aged children. It was a loyal, stable 
group of families. Our children grew up together. 

We shared many experiences. We received the same teach-
ing on how to be Christian parents. Most of it was biblical and 
practical. We faithfully attended church each Sunday and met 
in small groups throughout the week. Some of our children 
went to public schools, some to private Christian schools, 
and others were homeschooled. Our children grew up in a 
solid evangelical environment with all the advantages that a 
closely knit, cohesive Christian community can provide. 

Looking back on these families and others like them, I 
notice the results have been mixed. Some children thrived. 
Their youthful faith blossomed in adulthood. They married 
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well, and became stable, productive participants in their local 
churches. 

Others did not fare so well. Many have completely aban-
doned their parents’ faith. Why? What went wrong? Why did 
some parents succeed and others fail? Was it a failure of tech-
nique? Most of the parents disciplined their children, some 
more than others. We all loved them. 

The results appear to have nothing to do with where the 
child was educated. In my experience, there have been no 
qualitative differences in the spiritual output from home 
schools, Christian schools, or public schools. 

The common denominator between success and failure 
seems to be the spiritual depth and sincerity of the parents, 
especially the spiritual depth and sincerity of the father. There seems 
to be a strong correlation between the faith, commitment, 
and sincerity of the family’s head and the spiritual vitality of 
his adult children. 

My third unique experience was theological. When my 
eldest child was thirteen and my youngest four, I began to 
read The Works of Jonathan Edwards. To this theologian and his 
Puritan forebears I owe an inexpressible debt. From them I 
learned the centrality of the cross. In their writings I discovered 
the inner workings of the gospel. These lessons have dramati-
cally shaped my parenting. 

In my experience, the most effective parents have a clear 
grasp of the cross and its implications for daily life. The impli-
cations are manifold. They include the fear of God, a mar-
riage that preaches the gospel to its children, deeply ingrained 
humility, gratitude, joy, firmness coupled with affection, and 
consistent teaching modeled by parents daily. 
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CAVEATS 

All the examples in this book are about real people and 
real situations, but for those outside my immediate family I 
have changed the names and stories to preserve the anonymity 
of those involved. In addition, in a few cases I have combined 
the examples of several individuals into one story. 

Throughout this book, gospel and cross are used interchange-
ably. Yet the cross is not the entirety of the gospel. The gospel is 
the incarnation of God’s Son, his sinless life, his substitutionary 
death, his bodily resurrection, and his ascension into heaven, from 
which he will someday return to the earth in glory. But the cross 
is the heart and soul of the gospel. It is the foundation, the work, 
the crucial center. For this reason I sometimes refer to the cross 
as the gospel. The context should make the meaning clear. 

Finally, this author is a sinner. My greatest sin was, and still 
is, unbelief—fear for my children (and now grandchildren), 
rather than trust in God’s goodness. My second great sin, pro-
ceeding from the first, is pride, an ungodly self-confidence in 
my own parenting ability, a lack of dependence on God, and 
a failure to overflow with gratitude to God for his goodness, 
even when times have been tough. 

Nevertheless, God has blessed Judy and me. Our married 
children have all married committed Christians. All serve the 
local church, and all of them are in a vibrant faith relationship 
with the Father through his Son, Jesus Christ. 

I say this not to boast, but to give the reader hope. If God 
would do this for us, he will certainly also bless your efforts. 
As you read these chapters, have hope and be encouraged. 
God is infinitely good and gracious. 
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1

INTELLECTUAL 
SUBMARINES 

TH E R E I  WA S,  lying in bed, wide awake, my eyes searching 
the dark bedroom ceiling for any sign of hope. 

“Are you awake?” I asked my wife, Judy. 
“I can’t sleep.” 
“Is something on your mind?” I didn’t need to ask. I knew 

the answer. Our daughter was on a date with a friend we did 
not approve of. It was after midnight. In addition, since this 
relationship began she had been distant, obstinate, and unco-
operative. Things were not well. 

“I’m worried sick,” my wife whispered. “I can’t sleep.” 
I reflected on the battles of recent weeks. My once-com-

pliant daughter had become difficult. Most distressingly, she 
showed little interest in Christ or spiritual things. The influ-
ence of her new friend was not good. I reflected on the title of 
James Dobson’s book Parenting Isn’t for Cowards. I was a coward. 
I needed courage. I needed hope. I had little. 
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“Where is she?” my wife asked. “What are they doing? She 
has been so different lately. I’m worried sick.” Anxiety, stress, 
and fear dripped from her words. 

I had not helped the situation. Exasperated by my daugh-
ter’s sullen rebellion, I had even flirted with the idea of spank-
ing her. My wife’s commonsense appeal brought me back to 
reality. It was a dark time. We were discouraged and at the end 
of our resources. Maybe you have felt the same way.

God used this dark period in our parenting experience to 
deeply humble us, and we are grateful. For twenty years our 
parenting had been easy. We had what most would consider 
a model family. Sadly, we had begun to take pride in our par-
enting. We had begun to look down on friends with troubled 
teens. God’s Word is clear: “Pride goes before destruction” 
(Prov. 16:18); “God opposes the proud” (James 4:6, quot-
ing Prov. 3:34). We were proud. The time for humbling had 
come. God opposed us through our daughter’s problems and 
brought us to our knees. We spent much time in prayer and 
confession. Looking back, we realize that it was a wonderful 
turning point. 

Thankfully, our daughter also reached a turning point 
through this process. In a filthy Calcutta hotel (yes, India), sick 
with the flu and desperately homesick, this beautiful young 
woman finally called out to Christ. A year later God brought 
her a wonderful, godly husband. At this writing, they have 
three attractive children, and actively serve our local church. 
She has become a glorious gift to the church, to her husband, 
to her children, and to our wider family. 

I told this true story to let you know that Judy and I do not 
“have it all together.” As do all parents, we have learned from 
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God’s gracious discipline that we are absolutely dependent on 
God’s Spirit to complete the parenting process. We have one 
job—faithfulness. It is God’s job to bring results!

ASSUMPTIONS

Before chapter 2 digs into this book’s thesis, I want to exam-
ine some important biblical assumptions about parenting. 
Assumptions are the foundation for our thought life. They are 
unseen intellectual submarines cruising beneath the surface 
of our consciousness. We presume them. We seldom think 
about them. Yet all our conclusions about life flow from these 
assumptions. 

In the same way, all our conclusions about parenting flow 
out of our unconscious assumptions about God, man, and 
ultimate reality. Collectively, they constitute our parenting 
worldview—a worldview diametrically opposed to that of the 
secular world. 

Assumptions are very practical. They always put on shoes 
and go walking.  J. Gresham Machen noted that what is today 
a matter of academic speculation begins tomorrow to move 
armies and pull down empires. Francis Schaeffer added, 
“People have presuppositions [assumptions], and they will 
live more consistently on the basis of these presuppositions 
than even they themselves may realize.”1 This is also true 
about parenting.

Your capacity to parent effectively will be a function of 
your assumptions. I want to discuss five assumptions that you 
will need in order to internalize the rest of this book. 
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PARENTING IS NOT EASY

First, you cannot be a perfect parent. I opened with the 
story of our troubles to emphasize this point. If you could 
parent perfectly, your children might not need a Savior. But 
you are not perfect. From where you sit, you cannot even see 
perfection. Therefore, your children will desperately need 
Christ. 

Your sins, failings, and inadequacies produce conflict with 
your children and misunderstandings with your spouse. At 
times you will deeply feel this inadequacy. 

In addition to your inadequacies, there are external 
stresses. Some of your children might die prematurely, others 
might enter the world with congenital defects, or still others, 
like ours, might go through difficult stages of rebellion. Some 
will be bright, talented, or good-looking. Others will be slow, 
average, or unattractive. Some will have easy personalities. It 
will take all your perseverance and tenacity to love others. 

Because parenting is difficult, and because you are imper-
fect, you will need the grace that comes to you through the 
gospel. God will use these problems to deepen your depen-
dence on him. You will experience stress and obstacles. They 
will happen so that when your child comes to saving faith, 
your boasting will be in Christ, not your own best efforts. 
Like Paul, you will say, “I worked harder than any of them, 
though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me” 
(1 Cor. 15:10). 

You will need grace, and you will need to know where to 
get it. Precisely because you are so flawed, the gospel, the sav-
ing work of Christ, must be your refuge. 
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Effective parents don’t expect a cakewalk. They assume 
it will be difficult but that the end result—delightful Christ-
centered adult children who are married to mates that you 
actually like—will make it all worth the effort. 

GOD IS SOVEREIGN, BUT HE USES MEANS

Second, effective parents assume two parallel truths that 
go off into eternity and never find a satisfactory intellectual 
solution. First, God is sovereign over your child’s salvation: “No 
one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom 
the Son chooses to reveal him” (Matt. 11:27). This is why many 
from non-Christian homes become Christians. It is also why no 
children from Christian homes can turn to the Father unless 
Jesus draws them. 

Second, they assume that God uses the normal means of 
grace to draw our children to himself. Parents are the “means” 
that God wants to use to reach our children. This means that 
we are responsible to reach our children for Christ. 

Holding these two ideas—God’s sovereignty and man’s 
responsibility—in tension is important. Misunderstood, God’s 
sovereignty can terminate in fatalism. 

I knew a father whose children were completely out of 
control. He was passive. I was concerned, so I tentatively 
approached him: “I have observed your children. They seem 
to need discipline. They need more personal involvement and 
attention from you.” 

“God is sovereign,” he answered. “He is either going to 
save them or not. It doesn’t matter what I do. God decided 
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their salvation in the eternal council of the Godhead before 
the world was created.” 

His response was partially true, but it was distorted by 
incompleteness. Yes, God is sovereign. But there is a parallel 
truth: God uses means. God gives children parents to draw them 
to himself. He can use other means, but he prefers parents. The 
point of this book is that God normally exercises his sovereignty 
through parents who faithfully practice biblical parenting. 

We will constantly assume these two truths. God is sover-
eign, but parents are responsible. God’s sovereignty is our 
hope. Parents are utterly dependent on God. He can save any 
child, no matter how dark the circumstances. On the other 
hand, God normally reaches children through their parents. 
It is fatal to presume upon God’s sovereignty by neglecting 
parental faithfulness. Yet it is also a mistake to assume that it 
all depends on us. It doesn’t. In fact, none of your efforts will 
prevail unless God bestows the gift of faith on your children. 
We are utterly dependent and responsible at the same time. 

A GOOD OFFENSE 

Third, effective parents assume that a good offense is bet-
ter than defense. 

Nothing is more deadly to a football team with a big lead 
than a defensive mind-set. Instead of focusing on attacking and 
scoring, some coaches install “prevent defenses.” This strategy  
gives up small gains to prevent the “big play.” The mentality of 
the team members shifts from scoring themselves to prevent-
ing their opponent from scoring. We have all watched this 
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approach forfeit huge leads to an opponent with an aggressive, 
offensive, attacking mentality. 

Parents can do the same thing. Dr. Tim Kimmel calls it 
“fear based parenting.”2 Either we can focus on preparing 
our children to enter the world and conquer it, or we can 
concentrate on protecting our children from the world. A 
defensive mind-set worries about the evil influences of Hal-
loween, Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, or non-Christians on 
the Little League team. Although parenting always involves 
some protection, this should not be the main focus for bibli-
cal parents. 

Often this defensive mentality is the fruit of legalism. The 
legalistic parent usually assumes that his or her children are 
born again. But this parent has little confidence in the power 
of new birth. Therefore, parenting is all about protecting the 
children from evil outside influence. 

This approach can be deadly. A friend who graduated 
from a solid evangelical high school, and was still in contact 
with members of his graduating class, recently informed me 
that most of them (over 70 percent) smoke pot and engage 
in sexual promiscuity. “What went wrong?” I asked. 

“Because they went to church and attended a Christian 
high school, their parents assumed their children were born 
again,” my friend answered. 

Since these parents presumed their children’s new birth, 
all that remained was protecting them. That is why many of 
them sent their children to Christian high school. 

Another example is a pastor friend who has five grown chil-
dren. Only one is following Christ today. What went wrong? A 
man who knew him well described his parenting this way: No 
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TV, no movies, no public education, no non-Christian friends. In 
other words, his focus was defensive, protecting his children.

This book will assume that effective parents have an 
offensive mind-set. It will assume that your children are not 
Christians. It will assume that they need the overwhelming, 
all-conquering power of new birth. It will assume that, once 
they get it, its power will protect them from the world. “He 
who is in you is greater than he who is in the world” (1 John 
4:4). First John 5:4 reads, “Everyone who has been born of 
God overcomes the world.” And according to 1 John 3:9, “No 
one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed 
abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has 
been born of God.” 

In other words, this book will assume that effective parents 
equip their children to overcome the world—not by changing 
and controlling their environment (things external to their 
children), but by going after their children’s hearts. We change 
their hearts by teaching the gospel, modeling the gospel, and 
centering our homes on the gospel. The gospel, rightly under-
stood and modeled, makes Christianity attractive. Effective 
parents make the gospel so attractive that the world cannot 
get a foothold in their children’s hearts. 

Thomas Chalmers (1780–1847), a Scotch Presbyterian, 
wrote a famous essay entitled The Expulsive Power of a New Affec-
tion. In it Chalmers proposes that the best way to overcome 
the world is not with morality or self-discipline. Christians 
overcome the world by seeing the beauty and excellence of 
Christ. They overcome the world by seeing something more 
attractive than the world: Christ, “in whom are hidden all the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). A man who 
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owns an Acura is not interested in a Geo Metro. In the same 
way, Christian parents try to make Christ and his kingdom 
glorious. Their children conquer the lusts of this world with 
a higher passion: the moral beauty of Christ. 

By contrast, defensive parents have little confidence in 
the attractiveness of the gospel. They think the world is more 
powerful. Fundamentally, they are not confident in the gospel’s 
power to transform their children from the inside out. They 
do not believe Jesus’ words, “Take heart; I have overcome the 
world” (John 16:33). They have little confidence in the world-
conquering power of new birth. 

My wife and I have seen the fruit of this approach in our 
own experience. My five children all attended public high 
schools, and then the eldest four matriculated to a state univer-
sity. Despite the raunchy non-Christian—even anti-Christian—
environment (and it was foul), they thrived spiritually. Why? 
Through the miracle of new birth, God changed their hearts. 
To them the Holy Spirit had begun to unveil the superlative 
value of Jesus Christ. The conviction that all their happiness 
was tied up in their relationship with Christ had begun to bud 
and grow. The world’s allurements could not compete. 

When they arrived at college, they immediately sought out 
Christian fellowship. We didn’t make them do this. We didn’t 
even suggest it. They did it because their hearts were already 
in God’s kingdom. They thrived in this environment. They 
found and married vibrant Christian mates. 

How did we give this to our children? We didn’t. We 
couldn’t. This change only God can give. It was the miracle 
of new birth. I am and will be eternally grateful for his unmer-
ited grace and mercy toward Judy and me. Here is my point: 
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Our parenting approach was fundamentally offensive, not 
defensive. We aimed all our arrows at our children’s hearts, 
knowing that once their hearts had been changed, the deci-
sive battle was fought and won. The rest of their lives would 
be just mop-up. 

By contrast, many parents who assume their children’s new 
birth have little confidence in the new birth they assume, and 
therefore pour their energies into protection. Many times their 
children never actually receive new birth. They leave home, 
grateful to be away from their parents’ rules and regulations. 
They have no heart tools to fight off the world’s allurements. 
They go where their hearts want to go, to the party scene far 
from God.

What motivates the defensive approach? I am convinced 
that parents with a defensive mind-set usually fail to under-
stand the power of the gospel. They have little confidence in 
the power of new birth. They don’t understand the role of the 
heart in conversion and sanctification. Instead, they emphasize 
the child’s external environment. They put their confidence 
in rules, restrictions, and protections. 

UNDERSTAND NEW BIRTH 

Fourth, effective parents understand new birth. Statisti-
cally, most Christian parents assume their child’s new birth. 
This could be your biggest parenting mistake.

WORLD magazine cites a new book by Christian Smith 
and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious 
and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers.3 After surveying three 
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thousand American teens about their religious beliefs, the 
authors summed them up with the phrase Moralistic Therapeutic 
Deism, or MTD. 

These teens believe in a combination of works-righteousness, 
religion as psychological well-being, and a distant, noninter-
fering god.4 Ironically, many of these young deists are active 
in their churches. “Most religious teenagers either do not 
really comprehend what their own religious traditions say 
they are supposed to believe,” conclude Smith and Denton, 
“or they do understand it and simply do not care to believe it.” 
The article’s author goes on to note that “MTD has become 
the ‘dominant civil religion.’ And it is ‘colonizing’ American 
Christianity. . . .”5

It is important for every Christian parent to discern MTD 
from Christianity. A child can be compliant and well-behaved, 
attend Sunday worship, and socialize with the church youth 
group, but merely possess MTD. Many “nice” people are not 
Christians. Being “nice” has little to do with Christianity. 

The sexual habits of evangelical children also reveal the 
prevalence of MTD. Sociologist Mark Regnerus in his book 
Forbidden Fruit: Sex & Religion in the Lives of American Teenag-
ers6 exposes the failure of evangelical homes to discern and 
mold their children’s spiritual values.7 The author points 
out that evangelical teenagers are just as sexually active as 
their non-Christian friends. In fact, there is evidence that 
evangelical teenagers on the whole may be more sexually active. 
Those who identify themselves as evangelical teens tend to 
have their first sexual encounter at a younger age, 16.3 years, 
than liberal Protestants, who tend to lose their virginity at 
16.7 years. And young evangelicals are far more likely to have 
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had three or more sexual partners (13.7 percent) than non-
evangelicals (8.9 percent). What about abstinence pledges? 
Those work—for a while—delaying sex on an average by 
about eighteen months, with 88 percent of pledgers eventu-
ally giving up their vow. 

These and similar findings suggest that American evangeli-
cal teens are substantially no different from their unbelieving 
friends. Why? I want to suggest that one crucial assumption 
explains these dismal statistics. 

Most Christian parents assume that church attendance or 
youth-group involvement equates to new birth. Parents are 
naive about new birth and its symptoms. “One key reason that 
evangelicals often don’t stand out,” notes Regnerus, “is [that] 
the measure itself—affiliating with an evangelical Protestant 
congregation—is not a measure of dynamic religiosity but 
simply one of affiliation. . . . There is no shortage of religiously 
apathetic evangelical adolescents and adults in America.”8

Regnerus makes a good point. “Affiliating” with a church 
is not Christianity. As the old saying goes, your child can sleep 
in the garage for a month, but that won’t make him a car. 
Your children must be born again to “see” or “enter” God’s 
kingdom (John 3:3–5). 

Even a child’s testimony that he “accepted Jesus” or “asked 
Jesus into his heart” means very little. That is because God initi-
ates new birth. Of course, the child is responsible to respond 
to God with faith and repentance. But a child can go through 
these steps and not have the saving faith and repentance that 
point to new birth. That is why it is foolish for parents to pre-
sume upon new birth. New birth is a radical change of heart 
that ushers in new desires, new loves, and a new life direction. 
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“No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s 
seed abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because 
he has been born of God” (1 John 3:9). It means that the child 
now owns Christianity for himself. 

Tom Bisset notes four reasons why evangelical teens aban-
don the faith in droves. The fourth is that they failed to own it 
for themselves.9 In other words, they were never born again. 
A. W. Pink observes that

The new birth is very much more than simply shedding a 
few tears due to a temporary remorse over sin. It is far more 
than changing our course of life, the leaving off of bad 
habits and the substituting of good ones. It is something 
different from the mere cherishing and practicing of noble 
ideals. It goes infinitely deeper than coming forward to take 
some popular evangelist by the hand, signing a pledge-
card, or “joining the church.” The new birth is no mere 
turning over a new leaf, but is the inception and reception 
of a new life. It is no mere reformation but a complete 
transformation. In short, the new birth is a miracle, the 
result of the supernatural operation of God. It is radical, 
revolutionary, lasting.10 

I recently asked a panel of four young married couples 
when they came to Christ. They all said something like this: “I 
asked Jesus into my heart when I was at grade school summer 
camp, but I didn’t really get serious about Christianity until I 
was in my late teens or early twenties.” 

I responded, “So what you are really saying is, ‘I asked Jesus 
into my heart when I was in grade school, but my life didn’t 
really revolve around Jesus, he was not really on the throne 
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of my life, I did not increasingly trust him with my life and 
future, until I was a young adult.’ Is that right?” 

“Yes, that is a good description.” 
“New birth,” I responded, “means that one has enthroned 

Christ in the center of one’s life. You become a Christian 
when your life, thinking, and behavior begin to revolve 
around Jesus Christ. Until that happens, professions and 
decisions mean little. Changed behavior proceeding from 
a spiritual heart transplant is the only certain evidence of 
new birth.” 

My friends were like so many of us. They had simplistic 
ideas about new birth. They thought a decision for Christ was 
the same thing as new birth. But the truth is different. Con-
version is outside of our control. God is sovereign over the 
process. “The Son gives life to whom he will” (John 5:21). In 
his book Spiritual Birthline, Stephen Smallman writes, “The les-
son learned from the birthline—that we cannot cause spiritual 
birth, nor can we make the birth happen until it is ready—
applies to our children as well. We trust God, but we are also 
willing to wait.”11

The bottom line is this: New birth is known by its fruits, 
not by a decision. The most important fruit is hunger for God 
himself. Effective parents assume this, and patiently wait for 
sustained fruit before they render a verdict. 

God gives new birth to the children of parents who please 
him. Neither the child nor the parent can earn new birth. It 
is a gift of grace. But those who believe, and live as though 
they really believe, please him. One expression of the faith 
that pleases God in parents is the fear of God. (More on this 
in chapter 3.)
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He is sovereign. Sometimes he regenerates children of 
parents who do not please him. Sometimes new birth is sud-
den and dramatic. The recipient remembers the day and hour. 
And sometimes the Christian is not sure when it occurred. For 
most, it occurs during a process of growing into faith. The 
person cannot identify the exact moment or day. 

New birth normally comes to children through the teach-
ing, example, and relationship that they have with their par-
ents, especially the father. Parents are God’s means of grace 
given to effect the child’s conversion. 

The moral is simple: Be wise. Don’t presume your child’s 
new birth until you see solid evidence. The first sign is grow-
ing hunger for God. Other signs are hunger for holiness, 
growing obedience to parents, and desire for secret prayer 
and Bible reading. 

CHILD-CENTERED FAMILIES

Fifth, effective parents are not child centered. They are 
God centered. They strive to put God at the center of their 
family. The eighteenth-century New England Puritan pas-
tors warned their congregations not to love their children 
too much. If they lived today, they might say, “Don’t put 
your children at the center of your life. That spot belongs 
to God.” 

Ken and Jackie were sincere parents. But their sincerity 
was their problem. They loved their children. In fact, they 
loved them too much. The oldest son was a talented athlete. 
He excelled on the local U16 soccer team. Because the team 
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practiced during the dinner hour, the family stopped eating 
meals together. They had been in the habit of praying and 
reading the Bible after meals. This also ended. 

Their daughter was an exceptionally talented ballerina. 
Her lessons were expensive. Ken and Jackie couldn’t afford 
them and tithe at the same time. We will resume tithing when she 
graduates, they rationalized. 

Fig. 1. Child-Centered Family

God

Parents

Children

Soon the family was traveling to weekend soccer tourna-
ments. Most were on Sunday, so church attendance became 
increasingly sporadic. Slowly, their social world began to 
revolve around the other soccer parents rather than their 
church family. Although their son and daughter attended the 
church youth functions, soccer and ballet always came first. At 
age sixteen, their daughter began to audition with professional 
ballet troupes in distant cities. Soon the family was traveling 
to her weekend auditions. 

Farley, Parenting.indd   32 8/4/09   6:01:14 PM



33

IN T EL L EC T UA L S UBM A RINE S

Eventually the children went off to college. Within a few 
years they had both quit attending church. They forgot God. 
They threw themselves into their real interests, athletics and 
dancing. Ken and Jackie were deeply troubled. What went 
wrong? What can we do to get our children back? 

Fig. 2. God-Centered Family

God

Parents

Children

They had made a common mistake. They centered their 
family around their children. It is important to love your chil-
dren, but there is a fine line between healthy parental love 
and child worship. We know the latter has happened when we 
begin compromising God’s will for the sake of our children 
or their activities. Ken and Jackie stopped tithing and praying 
together as a family. They made soccer and ballet, not the local 
church, the center around which their family orbited. (See 
Figure 1.) Compromise always points to idolatry. It displeases 
God. He does not like competitors, especially when they are 
our children. 
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Ken and Jackie’s children imitated their parents. Mom 
and Dad taught them well. Church was not important. God 
was not at the center of their lives. What really mattered 
were their children’s activities. Ken and Jackie had placed 
their children, and their success, on the throne of the fam-
ily. Their children heard the message, understood it, and 
imitated it. 

By contrast, Tim and Angie centered their home in God 
and his will (Figure 2). Tim told his son’s soccer coach, “My 
son will be available any day but Sunday. I’m sorry if this incon-
veniences the team, but God is more important to us than 
soccer.” This was a problem. Tim’s son was the best player on 
the team. They needed him to win. The coach and the other 
players put tremendous pressure on Tim to compromise, but 
he refused to budge. 

In the same way, when Tim found out that his daughter’s 
piano lessons would be during their family dinner hour, he 
gently asked her to find another teacher, reminding her that 
the family dinner hour was sacred. It was the only time for the 
family to be together, and that family unity was more important 
than her piano lessons. 

Tim’s decisions might seem small, but they had immense 
long-term consequences. Tim centered his family in God and 
his will. Ken centered his family in his children. God was at the 
center of Tim and Angie’s family. Ken’s world orbited around 
his children. Tim’s decisions disappointed his children in the 
short run, but won them for Christ in the long run. Ken and 
Jackie thought they were loving their children, but they were 
actually forfeiting their children’s respect, driving them away 
with overindulgence. 
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Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians describes what a God-
centered family looks like: “But I want you to understand that 
the head of every man is Christ, the head of a wife is her hus-
band, and the head of Christ is God” (1 Cor. 11:3). For Paul, 
the Christian family is hierarchical. Hierarchy is a nasty word in 
our anti-authoritarian culture. Yet heaven, a world of intense 
joy, love, and peace, is profoundly hierarchical. God the Father 
is Lord of all, God the Son submits to his authority, and the 
Holy Spirit delights to obey both Father and Son. 

To the degree that heaven permeates our homes, they also 
will be hierarchical. Christ is the Head of every husband. He 
rules by dying. The husband is the head of his wife. God asks 
him to rule the same way. Children submit to God through 
their parents. 

In a God-centered family, everyone serves God by sub-
mitting to the authority over them. The husband focuses on 
pleasing God, not his wife. The wife focuses on pleasing God 
by submitting to her husband’s authority rather than pleas-
ing her children. The children please God by honoring and 
obeying their parents. 

This concept applies equally to single parents. The head 
of the family might be a single mom, but she is still the head 
of her family, and she can still bring her home under God’s 
gracious rule. 

Where a family centers itself—God or children—will first 
depend on where the family’s head centers himself. Is he seek-
ing to please God or his children? Is he willing to disappoint 
his family to please God, or does he fear their disapproval? 
Does he have a clear grasp of God’s will for his family, or have 
the nuances of the therapeutic age effectively evangelized him? 
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Does he fear God’s disapproval, or does he fear his family’s 
disapproval? 

A God-centered family also requires the cooperation of a 
godly mate. Can she trust God to speak through her husband, 
or does she resist his efforts to lead? Is she willing to trust God 
to parent her children through her husband, or is she con-
stantly grasping for the reins of power and control? Does she 
encourage her man to lead, or does she fear his leadership? 

The symptoms of God-centeredness are numerous. The 
first is a willingness to say “no” to a child when it is in the 
child’s best interest. A second symptom is a marriage in which 
Dad and Mom are united before their children, even when 
they disagree about a parenting direction. A third symptom 
of God-centeredness is the willingness to make our marriages 
more important than our children. Our children are with us 
for only eighteen to twenty-five short years. Most marriages 
have as many years without children as they do with. It is a big 
mistake to put your children ahead of your marriage. A fourth 
symptom is a willingness to be different. God-centered homes 
will be radically different. 

In conclusion, it is positively hurtful to build your lives around 
your children instead of God. It damages children, it tears down 
our marriages, and most importantly, it displeases God. 

SUMMARY

This chapter argues that assumptions are important. Ulti-
mately, they put on shoes and go walking, practically affecting 
our parenting. We briefly looked at five assumptions that par-
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ents need to make. First, effective Christian parents assume that 
parenting will not be easy, but that the rewards will ultimately 
make it all worthwhile. 

Second, effective Christian parents are willing to hold 
God’s sovereignty and their responsibility in tension. 

Third, effective Christian parents assume an offensive 
mind-set. They pursue their children’s hearts. They do every-
thing possible to make the gospel attractive. Protecting their 
children from worldly influence is not their fundamental 
goal. 

Fourth, effective Christian parents are shrewd about new 
birth. They do not assume it. They understand the nature of 
new birth, and they carefully look for its symptoms.

Fifth, effective Christian parents labor to focus their fami-
lies on God, not their children. 

In all of this, we have continually referenced the gospel. 
The thesis of this book is that the gospel empowers effective 
parenting. To that argument we now turn in chapter 2. 

STUDY QUESTIONS

 1. In a few words, how would you sum up the main point 
of this chapter? 

 2. With what assumptions did your parents raise you? 
How have their assumptions affected your approach to 
parenting? 

 3. Which assumption in this chapter is most important to 
you at your current stage of parenting? 
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 4. Which assumptions mentioned in this chapter have you 
not assumed? Why? 

 5. Can you think of any other assumptions that would be 
important to a Christian parent’s worldview? 

 6. Which of these assumptions are most difficult to live out? 
Why? 

 7. What pressures from our culture make these assumptions 
difficult to believe and apply? Why? 
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