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You just caught Martin sexting with his phone. 
Jillian lied to you about where she was going with 

her friends. Elena’s been prank-calling the neighbors. 
Seamus stole money from his sister’s desk. Dontrell put 
another hole in the living room wall playing indoor 
baseball—again. Kim’s teacher sent home a copy of 
the note she passed at school, complete with colorful 
language you didn’t know she knew, much less used. 
Jayden’s Internet history says he’s been places and seen 
things that won’t soon leave his mind.

You’re hurt. Offended.
“How dare he?”
“Didn’t I raise her better?”
“He can’t be that clueless!”
Your mind starts spinning as you worry about where 

this poor choice might take your child. You’re not think-
ing clearly. You become a prophet with visions of how 
this incident will mushroom out of control, dogging her 
steps for the rest of her life. You’re scared. You need to 
respond. You want to explode. You want to do some-
thing that will give him some sense of just how serious 
this really is.

Don’t.

Calm Down
It is so easy to take your child’s failures personally. Let’s 
face it: “good kids” make life easier because they don’t 
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add stress to your already overloaded, chaotic world. 
When they aren’t good, life isn’t as easy. The more you’re 
committed to a smooth-running life, the more tempted 
you will be to lash out at your kids when they get into 
trouble.

More insidiously, “good kids” give you something 
to quietly brag about, at least to yourself. They let you 
think you’re a good or successful parent. Once your 
identity gets bound to how well they do, you can’t help 
feeling embarrassed by their moments of foolishness. 
You think it reflects badly on you.

In those first moments when you discover what 
they’ve done, the explosive combination of fear, anger, 
and shame can threaten to own you. That’s the wrong 
moment to say anything. True, your raw anger, fear, 
worry, and embarrassment will add more forcefulness to 
your words, but they won’t necessarily make you more 
helpful. Whether your child has lit a match or ignited a 
bonfire, it won’t do any good to throw gasoline onto it. 
You need to calm down.

Sometimes you can get control of yourself relatively 
quickly. Other times you may need some time or even 
space. Psalm 18 has a circular movement to it that helps 
you understand what godly space looks like. God invites 
you to find a refuge in him, away from things that are 
too big for you to handle (vv. 2, 30–31). But that refuge 
is not for the sake of escaping difficult life situations. It’s 
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for God to train you (vv. 32–34) so that you can reenter 
the situation better prepared to handle it (vv. 37–42).

Often I will counsel people to take a walk in order 
to get their feelings under control. On your way out the 
door, however, it’s essential to communicate that you are 
leaving the situation but not abandoning the person. You 
need to say something like, “I’m really upset and I don’t 
know what to do or say right now. I don’t want to make 
things worse, so I’m going to take a walk and come back 
when I’ve calmed down.” Make sure that the way you 
talk about your return is reassuring, not threatening.

Since the point of Psalm 18 is to run to the Lord, 
spend time talking with him as you walk. Talk about 
what just happened, how you’re reacting, how you want 
to react. My rule of thumb is that you walk as long as it 
takes to stop being overwhelmed by your feelings. Then 
you turn around. On the way back you need to start 
asking, “Jesus, how can this mess be turned around? You 
are a God who enters into broken lives to make us whole. 
That’s why you came to this world. I believe you want to 
do that now, but I don’t know what I should do. Would 
you please start showing me?”

Expect Your Kid to Make Mistakes
When your kid messes up, it’s an opportunity that can 
actually bring you and your child closer. Her heart has 
been revealed in ways she may have been hiding from 
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you. God clearly is involved in exposing these things, 
and he has good purposes in mind. Sadly, however, it’s 
an opportunity that many parents don’t want.

Given the choice, many of us would prefer to 
have “good kids” without considering the fact that the 
Pharisees were the epitome of “good kids.” They were 
good kids whose very goodness kept them from know-
ing God (John 5:39–40). They had goodness on their 
own terms, by their own efforts, and it kept them from 
seeing their inner neediness and spiritual poverty. You 
cannot afford to go down that road with your child.

Sadly, too many parents try. Most of the time when 
parents come looking for counseling help for their chil-
dren, they say something like the following: “We want 
the best for our kid. We want him to grow up to be suc-
cessful and to have a good life. But we’re seeing things at 
home that are going to mess that up. He’s fighting with 
everyone. He won’t listen to what we say. He only wants 
to hang out with his friends and play video games.

“Can you help us figure out how we can get him 
to behave, do his homework, get good grades, clean his 
room, excel in sports, be successful, listen to us, and stop 
causing trouble? How can we apply pressure so that he’ll 
stop embarrassing us and do what we think he needs 
to? Is there anything in the Bible about how he’s going 
against God’s plans for his life and how God is going to 
be upset with him if he doesn’t stop?” In other words, 
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they ask, “How can we control his behavior so that he 
will do the things we think he should be doing?”

There are almost no parents who come saying, “The 
greatest thing our daughter could ever do is drink deeply 
of the grace God offers her, but she doesn’t have a taste 
for it. She seems so well put together or so set on doing 
what she wants that she doesn’t need Jesus or want him.

“Can you help us understand how to help her know 
and experience God’s goodness? How can God use us 
to help her taste something so wonderful that she will 
be drawn by it to want more of him? How can we help 
her to realize she’s making decisions that will lead her 
to throw away the best relationship she could ever have 
with the One who made her? How can we help her expe-
rience deep love and show her how to fill her emptiness 
with something real?”

Your son’s failure is a God-ordained, healthy wake-
up call; a precious opportunity that has shattered the 
image he tries to project; an opportunity you cannot 
afford to waste. For a brief moment he cannot prop 
up his worth and value by relying on his talents, skills, 
social networks, achievements, grades, hobbies, toys, or 
games—all the things our society urges him to boast in. 
This is a moment when you can help him learn to build 
his life on knowing the Lord and finding life in him 
(Jeremiah 9:23–24). It’s a moment you need to look for, 
not be surprised by.



8

When Your Kid’s in Trouble

I expect my kids to have problems. They’ve got my 
DNA, so if the goal of parenting is to produce morally 
upright people, mine are doomed from the start. The 
question is not whether they are going to do things that 
will damage their lives and relationships. The question 
is whether I get to know about what they’ve done—and 
how I get to know. One of my parenting goals is to stick 
close enough to help pick up the broken pieces I know 
they’re going to create.

Practical Strategies for Change
Please keep in mind that while you’re trying to reach 
your child’s heart, you can’t change it; only the Spirit 
of God breathes that kind of life into a person (John 
1:12–13; Ephesians 2:4–5). And yet there are things 
you need to say and do regardless of whether or not your 
child receives them or responds to them.

The following strategies will help you represent the 
Father of the Prodigal Son to your own prodigal (Luke 
15:20–24). They don’t guarantee a specific outcome. 
Instead they create a context that communicates to 
your child that he or she could still enjoy a relationship 
with God and with you. Your child will not experience 
the goodness of those relationships without repenting 
and asking forgiveness from God and from you, but 
your moving toward her is not conditional, as though 
it were based on her response to you. Rather, you move 
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toward her in a pale reflection of how God has moved 
toward you.

Develop Compassion

One of the first things God is likely to do as you 
calm down is to replace your anger and fear with a sense 
of compassion for your child. You can respond to God’s 
work by recognizing that your child never intended what 
she was doing to backfire on her and produce the effects 
it has. She didn’t anticipate the broken relationships or 
the embarrassment she’s now facing, nor did she plan on 
dealing with the possible consequences that are coming. 
She thought she could do what she wanted and get away 
with it unharmed. In that sense, she was caught by sin 
(Proverbs 5:22–23; Galatians 6:1). She is not a victim, 
but she did get more than she bargained for.

Work, then, not to think of her only as rebellious, 
stubborn, selfish, pleasure-seeking or arrogant. Those 
may all be true, but so is the flip side: caught, taken 
advantage of, trapped, and ensnared. That second list 
is what moved the heart of God to come and rescue 
you. If Jesus hadn’t been moved with sympathy for your 
plight (Hebrews 4:14–16), both you and your family 
would be in a lot more danger. But he was moved, and 
he did come to rescue you—not only from everything 
you’ve done wrong, but also from all the consequences 
of those things.
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You want to work, then, at responding to your child 
with a Jesus-kind of sympathy that fills you with com-
passion. You may need to practice thinking about your 
son in ways other than how difficult he’s just made your 
life. Think also about how difficult he’s made his own.

Does that start to soften your heart for him? It 
should. Part of the Holy Spirit’s work in your life is to 
turn the hearts of fathers (and mothers) to their chil-
dren (Malachi 4:6). You probably already have a mental 
list of all the ways your child has sinned against you 
and your family. Now it might help you to list how his 
actions are adversely affecting him.

Start Thinking about How to Show Mercy

If you struggle to feel compassion, remind yourself 
how God deals with you when you fail. Think of the 
picture he gives of himself as a father to the prodigal son, 
a son who wanted nothing to do with him but only used 
him for what he could get (Luke 15:11–32). The father’s 
response was to watch for him, day after day, longing 
and hoping that his son would come back. Why? So he 
could finally give him a piece of his mind? No. Because 
he couldn’t wait to forgive him and restore him. That’s a 
picture of God the Father with you, his child.

How else does God treat you? He doesn’t believe 
that threats, rants, recriminations, bitterness, punish-
ment, or lectures are going to make a dent in your soul 


