An Owner’s Manual for Daily Living #11

‘‘Bringing Up Baby’’

selected Proverbs
I read this past week of a young student of child behavior frequently delivered a lecture called “Ten Commandments for Parents.” He married and became a father. The title of the lecture was altered to “Ten Hints for Parents.” Another child arrived. The lecture became “Some Suggestions for Parents.” A third child was born. The lecturer—so the story goes—stopped lecturing.
 


This morning as we approach this volatile issue of parenting, I admit up front that what I present this morning are not merely man’s opinions on the matter. We will focus on God’s Word—particularly the book of Proverbs—where we find three truths about children, and three challenges for parents based on these truths.

Every child is depraved…admit it!

I’m going to begin by jumping into the deep end of the pool, so to speak. The first truth is that every child is depraved. I realize that term “depraved” is a strong word, but it is one chosen deliberately. The word means “corrupt, immoral, wicked, or evil.” The biblical term is “sinful.”

The first half of Proverbs 22:15 states, “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child.” (Don’t worry—we’ll get to the second half of the verse later!) The word “folly” or “foolishness” sounds rather mischievous and impish…somewhat lighthearted and fun-loving, but that’s not what the Bible means. When Scripture speaks of the “fool” or “foolishness,” it means “moral insolence”
 or “a disrespect for authority, determined to go its own way, resisting all reproof.”
 Psalm 14:1 says, “The fool has said in his heart, There is no God.’”  This is not referring to the intellectual atheist, but to the one who acts like there is no God. Or, more to the point, like he or she is their own God.

We are familiar with Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Of course, all means all—there are no exceptions. But consider what Paul wrote before this well-known verse, taking much of it from Old Testament Scriptures:

“There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” “Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.” “The poison of vipers is on their lips.” “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.” “There is no fear of God before their eyes” [Romans 3:10-18].

Not much room for arguments or exceptions, is there? Paul categorically lumps all humanity together as being sinful, corrupt, depraved.

Where does this start? Did we become this way because of our surroundings? Are we a product of our environment? No, as David points out in Psalms 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.” This problem of sin is something we are born with; it is wired into our nature before we draw our first breath.

Now that’s a truth many people don’t want to hear. “How dare you say that beautiful little baby is corrupt and wicked?” Well, like it or not, the Bible plainly states that it is true. And other secular sources are realizing this fact as well. The Minnesota Crime Commission released a report a number of years ago that concluded:

Every baby starts life as a little savage. He is completely selfish and self-centered. He wants what he wants when he wants it: his bottle, his mother’s attention, his playmate’s toy, his uncle’s watch. Deny these and he seethes with rage and aggressiveness which would be murderous were he not so helpless. This means that all children, not just certain children, are born delinquent. If permitted to continue in the self-centered world of infancy, given free reign to his impulsive actions, every child would grow up a criminal, a thief, a killer, a rapist.


That was not a Christian preacher or organization saying that, and I doubt that the Minnesota Crime Commission knew (or even cared) what the Bible said about the subject. They wrote it because it is true in fact!  They call it “completely selfish and self-centered,” which is a great definition of what the Bible calls “sin.” And every baby starts life that way. You doubt that? Answer me this: When was the last time you saw a parent teach a small child how to throw a tantrum? You say, “That’s silly; of course that never happens!” Then where do they learn how to do it? It comes from within!

The first truth Proverbs teaches with regard to parenting is this: Every child is depraved…admit it! This is where we must begin.

Every child needs discipline…administer it!


Of course, recognizing the need does not in and of itself deal with the problem. Did you catch the end of that quote from the Minnesota Crime Commission? “If permitted to continue in the self-centered world of infancy, given free reign to his impulsive actions, every child would grow up a criminal, a thief, a killer, a rapist.” In order to keep that darling little baby from becoming the devil incarnate, something must be done about it.  The second truth is this: Every child needs discipline…administer it!

Another secular source, Dr. Albert Siegel, was quoted in the Stanford Observer:
When it comes to rearing children, every society is only twenty years away from barbarism. Twenty years is all we have to accomplish the task of civi​lizing the infants who are born into our midst each year. These savages know nothing of our language, our culture, our religion, our values, our customs of interpersonal relations…. The barbarism must be tamed if civiliza​tion is to survive.


How is that to be accomplished? Let’s return to a verse mentioned earlier, Proverbs 22:15, and let’s read the entire verse this time: “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline will drive it far from him.”  We considered the first half earlier, about the sin nature that every child possesses from birth. The remainder of the verse tells us how to deal with it: “the rod of discipline will drive it far from him.”
Already I can sense the hackles being raised at the mention of the word “rod.” Let’s set that aside for a moment and come back to it later. I think we first need to understand that word “discipline,” because often we take too narrow a view of this term. Usually we equate the word “discipline” with “punishment,” but there is more to it than that. I like how the Woman’s Study Bible puts it:

Parenthood involves a process of “making disciples” of your own children. Parents teach obedience not just to bring children under parental authority but in order to bring them to salvation and spiritual discipleship. While punishment may sometimes be a part of discipline, much more is involved in moving a child from parent-controlled behavior to self-controlled, independent decision making and ultimately to a God-controlled lifestyle in which the child learns to make wise, God-honoring decisions on his own. Godly discipline provides an umbrella of protection under which a child learns to obey God during the days of vulnerability.

When we think of the word “discipline” along the lines of “discipling” instead of “punishing,” our perspective changes. I’m not suggesting that there is not a place for punishment when needed—I think Kidner says it best when he writes about a child’s folly, “it will take more than words to dislodge it”
—but the negative aspect of punishing the bad must be balanced out with the positive aspect of teaching what is right.

Now we come to the infamous “rod.” You all know the saying, “Spare the rod…spoil the child,” right? Comes right out of Proverbs, doesn’t it? No, it doesn’t. For years I credited Benjamin Franklin with that pithy saying, but it actually goes back much further, as Wiersbe explains, “The proverb, ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child’ goes back to the days of Rome and has been in English literature since the year 1000.”
 That Roman proverb, though, did come from a verse in the Old Testament Scriptures, namely Proverbs 13:24, “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him.” Wow, that’s even stronger language than the adage we’re used to! Whereas our society says that punishing your child when they misbehave is a sign of hatred, God says that not punishing your child when they misbehave is a sign of hatred!

How can that be?  Think of what happens when a child is never disciplined. He or she grows up spoiled, irresponsible, and often uncontrollable. Then that child is unleashed upon the daycare, the school, and ultimately the community. Remember what the crime commission stated? “If permitted to continue in the self-centered world of infancy, given free reign to his impulsive actions, every child would grow up a criminal, a thief, a killer, a rapist.” What loving parent would want their child to grow up like that?
Proverbs 19:18 adds, “Discipline your son, for in that there is hope; do not be a willing party to his death.”  Derek Kidner warns against “deadly leniency,” and adds, “To withhold discipline is neither a compliment nor a kindness.”
 Consider some parallel translations of this verse:
· “Discipline your children while there is hope. If you don’t, you will ruin their lives.” (nlt)
· “Discipline your children while they are young enough to learn. If you don’t, you are helping them to destroy themselves.” (tev)
· “Discipline your children while you still have the chance; indulging them destroys them.” (msg)

Discipline has to do with correcting character faults in a child while there is still time to do it. Better the child is corrected by a parent than by a law enforcement officer in a correctional institution.
 

What about this idea of “the rod”? Does it really mean beat your child physically? These verses from Proverbs may clear up that question:

· Penalties are prepared for mockers, and beatings for the backs of fools. (19:29)

· Blows and wounds cleanse away evil, and beatings purge the inmost being. (20:30)

· Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you punish him with the rod, he will not die. Punish him with the rod and save his soul from death. (Prov. 23:13-14)

Obviously, the Lord has corporeal punishment in mind. Discipline here is the idea of inflicting pain in order to associate pain with wrong. The child learns two sim​ple yet essential facts: wrong brings pain, right brings pleasure.

Why is this necessary? I was surprised to learn this in a secular university from a professor who made no profession of faith in God. The class was Early Childhood Development, and the professor explained that small children, usually up to the age of 10-12, cannot think abstractly. They can only comprehend something tangible—what they can see, feel, hear, smell, or taste. You can try to “talk sense” to a child until you’re blue in the face…they can’t understand it! It is only when you back up what you say with something they can feel that it will sink in.

And in order to be effective, punishment must be unpleasant. Let me give you an example outside of dealing with children. Let’s say that after church you are rushing to the restaurant when a police officer pulls you over for speeding.  “I clocked you going 85 in a 65,” he says, “so I have to write you a ticket.” Immediately the questions come to mind: “How am I going to pay for this?” “How much will this make my insurance rates go up?” “How am I going to explain this?” The officer appears at your window and hands you the ticket. The fine: ten dollars. Now answer this honestly: Would you think twice about speeding on that highway again? If the fine had been a hundred or a hundred and fifty dollars, would that make a difference?

So it is with children. To steer them away from misbehavior, the consequences must be unpleasant enough to keep them from repeating it. Otherwise they’ll take the light swat or the short time-out and go right back to their misbehaving.

Does this mean that we should beat our child half to death, then? Not at all. Consider again these words we just read from Proverbs 23:13-14: “Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you punish him with the rod, he will not die. Punish him with the rod and save his soul from death.” It may surprise you to know that as I read that, I am relieved. If discipline is administered correctly, no parent should ever fear that death will result. When I hear of a child being abused so severely that he died, I know it was not biblical discipline that was used; it was an extreme, uncontrolled action of human insani​ty. God promises parents that death will not occur when they discipline His way.
 In fact, “the child will not only survive it; he will survive because of it.”
 

 
Now it should be noted that not every child responds the same to every form of discipline. There are some children that one sound spanking will cure them of that particular behavior, while other children aren’t even affected by it. For them, a time-out or the taking away of a privilege may work better. And your form of discipline should adjust as the child gets older. The specifics may change from child to child and from age to age, but the basic premise remains: Every child needs discipline—administer it!


Before we leave this point, I want to consider two verses from Proverbs 29 that show the results of discipline and the lack thereof: Verse fifteen states, “The rod of correction imparts wisdom, but a child left to himself disgraces his mother.” Two verses later we read, “Discipline your son, and he will give you peace; he will bring delight to your soul.” It really is that simple, and if you don’t believe it, just take a look around! 

Every child has a direction…allow it! 


I don’t want to end this message on a negative note, so let’s consider perhaps the best known and most misunderstood verse in the book, Proverbs 22:6, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.” The common interpretation of that verse goes something like this: Be sure your child is in Sunday school and church at an early age. Teach him a lot of Bible verses and hymns. If possible, send him to a Christian school, see that he attends a Christian camp each summer, and enforce your rules and regulations with unbending strictness. After all, the kid is going to grow up and sow some wild oats. But when he is finished with his fling, when he’s old and gray-haired, he will finally come back to God. You can count on it! 
 But is that what it’s really saying? Does that actually happen in real life? Swindoll continues,

The Amplified Bible translates the verse: “Train up a child in the way he should go [and in keeping with his individual gift or bent], and when he is old he will not depart from it.”  There is no precise rule book for rearing kids. Hence, Solomon writes, “Train up a child in keeping with or accordance to his manner​isms, his characteristics, his way.” Wise are the parents who believe that and adapt their training accordingly.
For half their lives some parents have thought that children are born into their families like pliable, little, soft hunks of day; they can push them, mold them, stretch them, poke them, twist them, roll them, press them down, and stamp them out in a one-two-three process. They then stick ‘em in the kiln, make sure they get good and hard, and finally send them on their way. Wrong! Children come to us from the womb with a prescribed set of characteristics. In fact, I think the word bent says it best. Solomon’s point is clear: No baby is a pliable piece of day. All babies have bents…including yours. Wise are the parents who learn their children’s bents and train them accordingly.


God creates every individual unique, with his or her own characteristics, traits, personality, and abilities. Rather than insisting that they conform to our way, God wants us to raise them according to their unique personality He implanted within them! The final truth we see here is this: Every child has a direction…allow it!

This is the positive side of discipline…teaching your children to discover and develop the gifts and abilities God has given them. Sure, there will be times of defiance and disobedience that must be dealt with, but there will be even more opportunities of discovery and development as that child grows up to become what God intended.


I’d like to conclude with a quote from Theodore Roosevelt, in an address before the First International Congress in America on the Welfare of the Child, in March 1908,
There are exceptional women, there are exceptional men, who have other tasks to perform in addition to, not in substitution for, the task of mother​hood and fatherhood, the task of providing for the home and of keeping it. But it is the tasks connected with the home that are the fundamental tasks of humanity. After all, we can get along for the time being with an inferior quality of success in other lines, political or business, or of any kind; because if there are failings in such matters we can make them good in the next generation; but if the mother does not do her duty, there will either be no next generation, or a next generation that is worse than none at all. In other words, we cannot as a Nation get along at all if we haven’t the right kind of home life. Such a life is not only the supreme duty, but also the supreme reward of duty. Every rightly constituted woman or man, if she or he is worth his or her salt, must feel that there is no such ample reward to be found anywhere in life as the reward of children, the reward of a happy family life.


To quote another former President, “We can make this the best generation in the history of mankind, or we can make it the last” (John F. Kennedy). It all begins in the home.
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