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13

1

Help!

W
hile I was sitting at the food court in a shopping mall, two fami-
lies caught my eye. Each family had two children, a boy and a 
girl, but there the similarity ended.
The first family had a clean-cut, energetic boy about five years 

old with Buzz Lightyear emblazoned on his shirt, and a calm, well-
mannered girl about twelve years old with hints of makeup on her 
face and well-styled blonde hair. What caught my attention was 
that these kids were so well-behaved. They came when they were 
called and stopped picking on each other when told to do so. They 
even appeared to enjoy being around their parents.

The second family had a boy about ten years old, dressed in a 
Led Zeppelin T-shirt and blue jeans, and a girl about seven years 
old wearing blue short-shorts. What I noticed about these kids was 
that they were constantly whining and complaining, and it was 
obvious they didn’t want to be shopping, at least with their parents. 
They had kicked into “how to get out of the mall the fastest way 
possible” mode. 

What was even more disturbing was that their parents did just 
about everything to coax these two into cooperating. First, they 
offered ice cream cones, then a trip to the toy store, and finally, a 
ride on the merry-go-round. Each of these offers seemed to placate 
the children for about five minutes and then they were back to bick-
ering, pouting, and aggravating each other. The parents had clearly 
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lost control and were like puppets in the hands of these children. 
If there was a class on how to make your parents miserable in the 
local mall (and it seems like it must be mandatory for a lot of young 
children), then these two could have taught it.

I wondered how it was possible for a child to come out of the 
womb so beautiful and innocent and yet within six or seven short 
years become Darth Vader’s clone. We have all been there—and for 
some of us it happens so often that we wonder if there is any way 
our incorrigible kids will ever transform into mature, conscientious 
adults. 

So why were the children in the first family so well-behaved? 
How did those parents do it? Is there a secret to raising well-dis-
ciplined kids? Are there any disciplinary guidelines for parents to 
follow? 

Help from Proverbs
We have written this book to provide answers to these questions, as 
well as hope for those parents who may be tempted to give up. In 
doing so, we will take you to the book of Proverbs in the Old Tes-
tament where God has provided us with many guidelines on how 
to discipline. In fact, the main purpose for the book of Proverbs is 
to teach the next generation how to live wisely, as the introduction 
points out:

Children are getting less moral and ethical direction from 

their parents at a time when they need and want it more. 

Left in a “belief” vacuum, they may determine from adver-

tising and the media that white teeth and material pos-

sessions will make them happy and that life crises can be 

resolved in a half-hour format.
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The purpose of these proverbs is to teach people wisdom 
and discipline, and to help them understand wise sayings. 
Through these proverbs, people will receive instruction in dis-
cipline, good conduct, and doing what is right, just, and fair.  
These proverbs will make the simpleminded clever. They will 
give knowledge and purpose to young people.

Let those who are wise listen to these proverbs and become 
even wiser. And let those who understand receive guidance by 
exploring the depth of meaning in these proverbs, parables, 
wise sayings, and riddles (Proverbs 1:2–6).

It’s easy to miss the important subtleties of Proverbs, however, so 
we’d like to walk you through what this book says about discipline. 
For example, people often take one or two verses from Proverbs to 
develop a whole system of discipline for their children:

• If you refuse to discipline your children, it proves you don’t 
love them; if you love your children, you will be prompt to 
discipline them (13:24).

• Don’t fail to correct your children. They won’t die if you 
spank them. Physical discipline may well save them from 
death (23:13–14). 

Some assume that these two verses provide a complete ratio-
nale for discipline and don’t bother to look any further. As a result, 
this misunderstanding of Proverbs is sometimes used to justify the 
abuse of children—something the Bible never intended. 

In April 2001, Rev. Arthur Allen, Jr., a man who had for thirty-
five years been the pastor of a small church called The House 
of Prayer in Atlanta, was charged with cruelty to children. Two 
children in his congregation who had been unruly in school were 
whipped, leaving a seven-year-old with welts and bruises and a 
ten-year-old with open wounds on his belly and side. This same 
pastor had been jailed for thirty days in 1993 after ordering a 
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sixteen-year-old girl whipped with belts, a beating that he admitted 
may have lasted for almost half an hour. Allen justified his actions 
based upon Proverbs 23:13, “Although you strike him with the rod, 
he will not die” (NASB).

But is this really what the book of Proverbs is proposing? The 
answer is emphatically “No!” 

What Does Proverbs Really Teach?
The book of Proverbs, when taken as a whole, encourages par-
ents to use multiple levels of discipline, ranging from pointing out 
improper behavior to the use of corporal punishment. These levels 
fall into three main categories: 

Step One: Teaching the Guidelines
Step Two: Reiterating the Guidelines 
Step Three: Enforcing the Guidelines

Children aren’t born knowing everything they will need to 
know to become mature, responsible human beings. Parents need 
to teach them these principles one by one. Teaching these guidelines 
is Step One. 

Proverbs offers a variety of levels of discipline to help children 
learn these guidelines. Keep in mind that it is normal for children 

More than 2.5 million cases of child abuse and neglect 

are reported each year. Of these, 35 of 100 involve physi-

cal abuse, 15 of 100 involve sexual abuse, and 50 of 100 

involve neglect. Studies show that 1 in 4 girls and 1 in 8 

boys will be sexually abused before they are 18 years old. 

About 1 in 20 children are physically abused each year. 
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to test these guidelines to be sure their parents really believe they 
are important. So reiterating the guidelines is Step Two.

To help parents underscore the importance of these guidelines, 
in Step Two they may need to add some form of gentle discipline 
(e.g., time outs, or withholding a favorite toy, activity, or privilege) 
to emphasize that the guidelines are for the child’s good and need 
to be followed. 

If a child continues to push the boundaries, Step Three is enforc-
ing the guidelines. At this point, after the other levels of discipline 
have failed to curb improper behavior, non-abusive corporal pun-
ishment (a spanking) may be necessary. 

These progressive levels of discipline have been used successfully 
for generations to curb misbehavior. But did you know that this 
structure of discipline comes directly from the book of Proverbs? 
And did you also know that God uses the same type of discipline 
with us?

God’s Use of Discipline
Often our modern generation sees discipline or correction as a bad 
thing. But the Bible says that God, as our heavenly Father, corrects 
us because He loves us. Proverbs 3:12 states it this way:

The Lord corrects those he loves, just as a father corrects a child 
in whom he delights.

Bug us a little. Be strict and consistent in dishing out dis-

cipline. Show us who’s boss. It gives us a feeling of security 

to know we’ve got some strong supports under us. (Part 

of the “Discipline Code for Parents” that was created by 

youth confined in a Pennsylvania correctional institution.)
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Our relationship with our heavenly Father is based upon love 
and grace, not performance. God loves us no matter how we act or 
what we do. Nothing will change His love for His children, even 
though He corrects us for our own good.

Our children also need to know that they are unconditionally 
loved by us. We discipline them because we love them, just as our 
heavenly Father disciplines us because He loves us. 

Learning to Discipline Properly
Our own backgrounds and experiences can affect how we discipline 
and how we view discipline. For example, our good friend Norm 
had a father who was a mean-spirited man; thus, at an early age 
Norm began to equate discipline and fear.
 Those who have had negative childhood experiences often 
want to do better with their own children. Those who have had a 
positive childhood want to emulate that with their children. But 
no matter how good or bad the examples were in your own family, 
there is always room for improvement. 

Proper discipline must be done in love and safety or it will never 
have its intended result. We must build quality relationships with 
our children so that they know our hearts; otherwise, discipline 
will always be seen as punishment and not as refining or improving 
their character.
 We must remember, however, that it is difficult to hold a proper 
balance between grace and truth. To help us, Scripture lays out the 
best guidelines, and we can learn and improve our parenting skills 
by examining them. And Jesus himself is the perfect blend between 
grace and truth:

The Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His 
glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of 
grace and truth (John 1:14 NASB).
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The Law was given through Moses; grace and truth were real-
ized through Jesus Christ (John 1:17 NASB).

In biblical terms, grace is unmerited favor. Grace is receiving 
something that we do not deserve. There are times when a parent 
needs to show grace when disciplining a child. For example, when a 
teenager has been caught speeding and been ticketed by the police, 
and then shows proper remorse and understanding of the serious-
ness of the offense, he or she has probably been punished enough. 
This would be an appropriate time to show a little grace and for-
giveness.

Truth is laying out clearly what behavior is inappropriate and 
what punishment will be forthcoming for such behavior. Often 
children will push the boundaries of inappropriate behavior to 
make sure those boundaries are secure and that the parent is indeed 
going to enforce them.

There are times when either of these responses—grace or truth—
is the correct response. If we always tend toward truth, however, our 
children may see us as inflexible guardians of the rules. And if we 
always tend toward grace, then it will be difficult for us to enforce 
the boundaries when a child has crossed them.

We place boundaries in our children’s lives for their own good. 
No matter how difficult they may sometimes be to enforce, those 
boundaries help provide a safety net for our children. 

During initial construction on the Golden Gate Bridge, no 
safety devices were used and 23 men fell to their deaths. For 
the final part of the project, however, a large net was used as 
a safety precaution. At least 10 men fell into it and were saved 
from certain death. Even more interesting, however, is the 
fact that 25% more work was accomplished after the net was 
installed. Why? Because the men had the assurance of their 
safety, and they were free to wholeheartedly serve the project.
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There is a fine balance between grace and truth, and a good 
relationship with our children is the only way to monitor how we 
are doing with this balance. Since our personality can affect how we 
discipline, this is an area where husbands and wives can complement 
each other’s strengths and weaknesses to maintain a proper balance.

We realize that in our modern society there are many single-
parent families, and thus these parents are on their  own in deter-
mining a proper balance between grace and truth. For parents in 
this situation, we recommend finding a friend with whom you can 
discuss parenting decisions. It will help both of you to make sure you 
maintain a proper balance of grace and truth with your  children. 

Parenting Styles
As you think about your own personality and how that might affect 
your parenting, consider these four types of parenting styles:

Permissive parents—tend to be too lenient, do not set good 
boundaries, are not demanding, and do not expect their children to 
act their age. They also avoid confrontation. Their children often 
grow up to be reckless, bossy, and aggressive adults who tend to 
have low self-control and lack achievement.

Authoritarian parents—tend to be demanding, but not respon-
sive to their children. They focus on obedience and orders to be 
followed, with little or no flexibility. Their rules are clear and rigid 
and they use punishment to control behavior. Their children tend to 
become unhappy, anxious, resentful, stressed, and unfriendly adults.

Uninvolved parents—don’t respond and don’t demand. They 
are unavailable to their children and may even reject their children. 
Their children tend to look to other people as role models (often 
inappropriate people, since no one has helped them learn how to 
choose good role models); they also have low self-esteem and lack 
confidence.
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Authoritative parents—have a good balance between respon-
siveness and demands. They set clear standards for their children, 
but they are also supportive and encouraging. They are not puni-
tive, but have clear guidelines that the children are expected to 
follow. They control their children’s behavior by explaining rules 
with discussion, not demands. When the boundaries or guidelines 
are crossed, there is some form of discipline administered that has 
already been clearly specified. They listen to their children, even 
when they do not agree with them. Their children tend to develop 
into friendly, cheerful, cooperative adults.

It is apparent that this last type of parenting style, the authorita-
tive parent, is the best—a balance between nurturing and guide-
lines. This parenting style will raise the most well-adjusted and 
emotionally healthy children. It is interesting that this is the par-
enting style described in Proverbs. However, being a good parent is 
a process, and there will be times that we do a great job and other 
times that we will fail miserably. It will be times like the latter that 
draw us back to our heavenly Father to ask Him for help and guid-
ance in raising our children.

So with a prayer that God will make us better parents, let’s get 
started on our journey to understanding wise parenting and hope-
fully becoming wise parents. 

sTUDY	QUesTiOns
To get the most out of this book, think about the following ques-
tions before moving on to the next chapter.

1. What is your parenting style: permissive, authoritarian, unin-
volved, or authoritative?

2. Do you feel your parenting style is effective? Is it helping you to 
have a close relationship with your children?
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3. What is your family background and how has it affected your 
parenting? Are there good things that you want to emulate? Are 
there specific things that you would like to do better?

4. What is your spouse’s family background and how has it affected 
your parenting? Are there good things that you want to emu-
late? Are there specific things that you would like to do better?

5. Which do you lean toward, grace or truth? 

 Me:

 My Spouse:

6. How could your spouse’s parenting style complement yours and 
vice versa?

 Me:

 My Spouse: 

7.  If you are a single parent, is there a family you know that appears 
to have well-adjusted children? If so, could you talk over some of 
their parenting tips with them? Ask them if they would mind a 
phone call at times when you are uncertain what to do or when 
you are having a problem.

TiMe	TO	PrACTiCe
Think about the best way to handle the following situations:

Mandy is five years old and she regularly takes toys from other 
children at pre-school or when they come over to play at her 
house. Generally it turns into a shouting match and sometimes 
even a hitting match. What should her mother do?

Wise Parenting_final.indd   22 11/2/09   7:07 AM



	 Help!	

23

A fifteen-year-old boy tells his best friend he wants to have sex 
with his new girlfriend. The fifteen-year-old boy’s father over-
hears this. What should the father do?
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