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Introduction

G

od instructs parents to talk about his Word with their children all the time: when
they sit, when they walk, when they lie down, when they rise (Deuteronomy 6:7).

Helping our kids learn to love the Lord and grow into his gifts as we send them into the
world is, of course, the key job of a parent. And it’s a lofty goal.
But God knows parents do a lot, day after day, of sitting and walking, lying and rising,
coming and going, listening, speaking, and doing. Pouring ourselves into our children
every day for years is exhausting and often bewildering.
Kids don’t come with an owner’s manual, so this booklet is an attempt to provide
advice on a particular aspect of parenting from a biblical perspective. In it, we, the
team of pastors, therapists, and authors at Family Fire, share scriptural instructions
and the best pastoral advice we can find.
This ebook explores the strange world of parenting adults. When our offspring are
no longer children, our roles change, and eventually nearly reverse. Parents slowly
become only advisors, no longer making decisions for their young adults; they are to
be honored, but not necessarily obeyed. Acknowledging and fostering those moving
boundaries of independence is a key struggle in these years. You want your children to
fly the nest, but learning to fly often involves painful lessons for both child and parent.
It’s our prayer that this primer on parenting blesses your family as you raise your
children into the next generation of God’s people.
Grace and peace to you all.

Revs. Steven & Deb Koster,

editors
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Nine Conversations to Have with
Your College-Bound Child
BY REV. DEB KOSTER

A

s your children prepare to head out on their

these topics will be integrated into your ongoing

own, bless them with some good conversations

discussions throughout their college career.

to prepare them for the road ahead. Before they fly
the nest, take time to prepare them for flight. Some
great discussions can help your child get a glimpse
around the corner and hopefully hit the ground of their
college campus more prepared. Pick one topic at a
time and make a date of discussing these things over
coffee, breakfast, or ice cream. The goal is to start the
discussion and empower your child to take the lead in
building their plan toward independence.

Studies
Academic work is supposed to be the main focus
of the college experience. So how might you structure
your time to prioritize your academics? Consider finding
a study partner in classes that seem challenging. It
never hurts to have a friend with whom to share notes
or study for an exam. Where are quiet places you can
go to study? Consider how you will manage study time

“Don’t put your spiritual
life on hold while you
pursue academics—you
will need the strength
of your faith to weather
various challenges”

with your roommate. How will you set boundaries
around study time to keep it from being swallowed by
social time? What social and extracurricular activities
are you willing to give up to keep your grades front and
center? What academic support is available if you have
challenges? When should you consult your academic
advisor?

Social
These are meant to be discussion topics, not lecture

Friends and social activities are another major

points. Keep in mind that you are handing your child the

focus of the college experience. Friendships we form

responsibility of managing these things for themselves,

in college often last a lifetime and can significantly

while you step into a consulting or advisory role. Feel

influence academic success. What approach will you

free to offer insights, but let your child think their way

take for making friends? How can you be a good friend?

through how they will manage things. They can always

How will you handle challenges with roommates? What

consult you on any of these concerns, and hopefully

activities would you consider trying to stretch yourself

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD

FAMILYFIRE.COM | 4

and make connections? How can relationships help you

biggest concerns about college life? Talking with

grow in faith or be challenging to your faith? How much

a friend, getting rest, or getting some exercise are

contact do you want to have with friends from home?

great first responses to stress, but what if you start

How often do you want contact from family?

feeling overwhelmed? How will you manage stress
to avoid burnout? Most college campuses offer free

Spirituality
Don’t put your spiritual life on hold while you pursue
academics—you will need the strength of your faith
to weather various challenges. Consider how you will
foster spiritual growth in your life. What Bible studies
and church services are available to keep you growing
in faith? There is great blessing to be found in God’s

or cheap counseling, so consider when you should
take advantage of that resource. A bad break up,
failing a class, or just needing a listening ear are great
reasons to utilize these resources. We all need some
life coaching now and again; consider the benefit from
seeing a counselor just to process life. How would you
help a friend who seems depressed? How might you
direct a friend to use counseling resources?

Word. Consider learning a new scripture each week to
strengthen and encourage you. How will you structure
your time to make talking with God a priority? What
about texting a prayer request regularly to your family

Serving
College can be a me-focused time, but that is not

to take before God’s throne? Or subscribing to a daily

how God calls us to live. How might you find ways to

devotional?

care for others beyond yourself? Consider your gifting
and explore ways to use your gifts for God’s kingdom.

Physical Health
College dorms are pretty much a Petri dish of
diseases, and college life tends to run down the immune
system. Staying healthy requires good habits. How

What might God be calling you to do?

Specialty
Many start college undecided about a major, but

will you insure you get enough rest? How will you take

there comes a point when it’s important to focus on

care of yourself nutritionally? What are your plans for

some specialty. What gifts do you see God developing

getting exercise? What happens when you get sick?

in your life? What areas of study gets you excited?

How will you handle medication refills or reordering

What career paths interest you? What are the next

contact lenses? What happens if you need to see a

steps on that path? If your career counseling center

dentist or doctor? How does our insurance plan work?

offers testing to help narrow your focus, plan a visit to

How would you cope with a roommate having a serious

their office to explore your options. Choose an academic

illness such as an eating disorder? And please never eat

advisor or mentor to help you explore some

food without first washing your hands or using hand

possibilities.

sanitizer—really, you will thank me later!

Emotional Health
School brings a host of different stressors. How
will you care for yourself emotionally? What are your

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD

“College can be a
me-focused time, but
that is not how God
calls us to live”
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Savings
College can be an expensive proposition. How are
you planning to manage your finances? How will you

you choose to date? How will you honor God in your
physical relationship? When you sense it’s not working
out, will you have the courage to call it off?
Many adventures await our children as they step

go about finding student employment? How many work

into college life. Hopefully these ongoing conversations

hours do you need to keep you in cash to cover your

can help guide parents and prepare students to make

expenses? How can you be a good steward of your

a healthy transition into this new phase of life in

financial resources? What does your budget look like?

God’s kingdom. Review each of them every summer.
Our children may leave our home, but they will never

Significant Other
College is often the time when we meet our future
spouse. What qualities will you look for in those that

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD

leave our hearts. God feels the same way, and he will
continue to watch over our children and guide their
journey no matter where they go. Trust that our God
who loves our children best will hold them close through
whatever lies ahead.
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Treating Children as Adults
BY REV. STEVEN KOSTER

H

ow long should we consider our children as

parents likewise navigate giving up a directive role, no

children? After all, they’ve been children their

longer telling them what to do but helping them see the

whole lives, right?
As parents, we love our children from infancy,
investing years into nurturing them into becoming
independent citizens of God’s kingdom. The challenge
comes in that they don’t become adults all at once. We
have to shift to viewing them as adults over time and
treat them accordingly as they grow. And even then,
when they fly the nest, how do you parent an adult?

options (and consequences) for their own decisions.
We want to step up as consultants who have their
best interests in mind, while still allowing them to be
in charge. We can suggest ideas for them to consider,
but the choices that they make need to be their own.
When our daughter could not choose between two
colleges, she wanted us to make the decision for her.
We redirected her to weigh the pros and cons of both
choices to evaluate which choice would be best for her.
We were happy to inform her decision, but the final

Understand the Journey

decision needed to be hers. Learning to make decisions
is an important part of becoming an adult.

The transition is not a clear one. Adulthood emerges
over years. Even as we struggle to find our new role,
our children will wobble in their roles. They vacillate in
what they want. It may feel as though they desire all of
the freedom with none of the responsibility! They want

Allow for Failure
Everyone has to learn to make decisions. Rather

more control over choices, but still need or desire our

than insulating your children from failure, allow them to

financial help. They don’t want our direction, but neither

make mistakes that will result in learning opportunities.

will they take the initiative themselves. They don’t

Preventing young adults from making their own

quickly see the steps that they need to take to reach

decisions effectively stunts their growth into adulthood.

the career and educational aspirations that they have.

They may remain dependent on (and perhaps grow

Those variations make it so very tempting to stay in the

resentful of) parental direction.

role of commander rather than consultant for too long.

The trick is, of course, to allow failures on lowstakes decisions if possible. Hair-color choices may

Encourage Responsibility
As children navigate their entry to adulthood,

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD

be embarrassing for a while, for example, but they’re
far from permanent. A tattoo might call for a more
stringent standard. Financially supporting a young
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adult, through college for example, should make you

child to marry, that adult’s human center of gravity

partners in the student’s growth. You might set some

becomes the new spouse, by God’s design. The center

conditions for your support (say, decent grades to show

should no longer be parents, friends, or anyone else.

good faith and progress), but choices of direction, such

The decisions the couple makes are theirs to make,

as major or career preparation, should be the student’s.

and not yours. They will blend traditions from two

That’s not to say it won’t sometimes be painful to
step out of the driver’s seat and be relegated to an
advisory role. It’s hard to allow our children to make
their own choices, especially if they are not the choices
that we would have made. As parents, we are so
invested in protecting our children, it breaks our hearts
to see them struggle, make mistakes, and even fail.
Our protective instincts are tough to turn off. But loving
them as adults means allowing them to make their

families into a new tradition. If you want to love and
care for your adult-married child, honor the boundary
around them as a couple. Encourage them to take
their emotional energies, complaints, and celebrations
back to their spouse first and everyone else second.
Ask their permission before you take action on their
behalf. You want their marriage to be strong, in service
to your whole family (and perhaps your potential
grandchildren) well into the future.

own choices and to deal with the consequences of their
actions. Throughout, we can be good listeners, and
when asked, respond with helpful navigation advice,
but they need to drive their own lives.

Trust God’s Lead
God loves our children more than we ever could. God
cared for our children before we knew their name, and

In-Laws Take a Backseat
Genesis says when a child is grown, the young adult

he will accomplish his purposes in their life. The apostle
Paul wrote, “And I am sure of this, that he who began
a good work in you will bring it to completion at the

will leave father and mother and become one flesh

day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6). Believe that their

with a spouse. This is an important re-setting of bonds

Heavenly Father is still at work in your adult children,

and boundaries. When the time comes for an adult

and continue to pray for them to make wise choices.

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD
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Fences and In-Laws:
Honoring Your Married Children
BY REV. STEVEN KOSTER

A

s Robert Frost wrote, “Good fences make good
neighbors.” Clear boundaries are essential for

keeping relationships healthy. As Dr. Phil likes to say,
“You teach people how to treat you,” which is another
way of saying, “being clear about your expectations
is how healthy relationships are managed.” Whether
it’s your kids, your boss, or your mother-in-law, it’s
essential to name what’s okay and what is not okay.

Encourage Them to Cling to
Their Spouse
Once married, our child’s first loyalty becomes their
spouse. In the earliest chapters of the Bible, Genesis
2:24 lays out God’s plan for marriage in terms of leaving
one’s parents and clinging to a spouse: “Therefore a
man shall leave his father and his mother and hold
fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.” Your

“When a marriage
begins, it redefines the
surrounding relationships”

daughter’s husband is now her center of gravity and
the most important human being on the planet to her.
Your son’s wife is someone he must honor always; she
is his key decision-making partner. The two are bound
together by covenant until death. In God’s eyes they are
one flesh, a reality into which they will try to grow over
a lifetime. Honoring a spouse comes second only to

Why Marriage Boundaries
Matter
When a marriage begins, it redefines the surrounding

honoring God. Marriages can break or become abusive,
but that’s a different issue; normally, marriage is the
relationship to which we are called to cling and others
are called to honor.

relationships. Our parenting relationships clearly move
from having authority to being advisory. For young
couples, setting boundaries with parents and in-laws
is a critical piece of establishing a healthy new home.

Your Default Way Isn’t
Always the Best Way

For parents, honoring the young marriage becomes

We tend to act as we have been taught. How

the new goal—we can help them best by honoring

we as parents handle time, money, difficulties, and

their unity. Having children become adults means the

decisions models for our children how they should act

foundations of the family system are shifting, and the

in marriage. Our model becomes their default. But your

rules must be rewritten.

child’s spouse was raised differently and will have a

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD

FAMILYFIRE.COM | 9

different default. A whole lot of honeymoon troubles

respect us, but their primary allegiance is no longer to

are about blending assumptions of what is the default

us—it lies with their spouse. They may still desire our

way—the “normal” way—ranging from how to squeeze

parental affirmation and want to make us happy, but

toothpaste to how to have an argument. As parents of

our happiness is not their first responsibility.

married children, we need to honor them as they forge
new patterns of managing life together.
In new marriages especially, there is often tension
between the couple that is blending together their own
household over against both their families of origin,
who may resist having their primacy sidelined. Some
parents-in-law still want first place and a vote on the
decisions their married children make. But we don’t get
a vote—the couple need to make allowances for each
other and make decisions together; and they should do
it alone. Our role in our child’s marriage is advisory, not
participatory. We are consultants, not commanders,
and that only after we’ve been asked.

Allow Them to Claim Their
Parental Authority
Boundaries apply in our children’s parenting, too.
When our children become parents, they need to be the
decision-makers concerning their children. When they
visit, it may be tempting to fall back into the parent and
child relationship and try to be in charge. But grandpa
and grandma don’t get to overrule our kids’ decisions
about their children’s diet, bedtime, or discipline. We
can give valuable advice when asked, but ultimately
our son or daughter and their spouse need to set the
guidelines. This is part of accepting and honoring the

We Parents Must Take a
Backseat

authority that God has given to them as parents—that
they may care for those whom God has entrusted to
them.

Sometimes we parents are needy, or demanding,
or simply just close-knit and used to calling the shots.
But a too dependent or demanding relationship with
our children can interfere with the young marriage.
An unhealthy demand for our child’s attention and
allegiance can cause jealousy, anger, and resentment
in the marriage. Enmeshed parental relationships can
undermine marriages with disastrous results.
Honoring their parents is the fifth commandment

Redefining Relationships in
Love
A few good fences will strengthen your child’s
relationship with their spouse. These healthy
boundaries will likely improve the couple’s relationship
with extended family as well; the family system can
relax once everyone understands where the lines are.

and rightly important, but our married children are

Removing confusion and setting expectations allow

not one flesh with their parents. They can still love and

everyone to settle into the new normal.

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD
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Setting Boundaries with Adult
Children
BY KATHY KONRATH, MA, LCPC, LMHC

B

oundaries can be hard to set with anyone. It feels
like we’re restricting others. However, when we

set boundaries, we also allow the other person to live
and grow within their own space. But, if we fail to set

Author Allison Bottke helps you regain your
“S.A.N.I.T.Y.” in her book Setting Boundaries with Adult
Children. Doing the same thing over and over again

boundaries, we let others behave badly, and we are
prone to resentment. That’s not a recipe for serenity!

How Do You Set Boundaries
with Your Adult Child?
Genesis 2:24 says, “Therefore a man shall leave his
father and his mother and hold fast to his wife,” but
sometimes the child won’t leave. They might even be
taking advantage of their parents’ generosity. Signs
that you may need to set boundaries with your adult
child include doing things for them that they would
have to do themselves if they were on their own. If you
are doing their laundry, paying for their gasoline as
they borrow your car, or allowing them to live at home
without a financial or service agreement (aka, rent and
chores), they may need limits.

“If you want something
different in your
relationship with your
adult child, then you need
to change something”
GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD

“Communicate clearly
what the rule or
boundary is as well as
the consequence of not
honoring the rule or
boundary. This allows
your child to make a
choice. Having a choice is
freedom. Once you have
clearly established your
limits, implement and
maintain them”
while expecting different results is a popular definition
of insanity. If you want something different in your
relationship with your adult child, then you need to
change something. You cannot change your adult
child’s behavior, you can change only your own. Take a
look at Bottke’s quick start guide to setting boundaries:
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S.A.N.I.T.Y. for Setting
Boundaries

S

—Stop enabling and stop the flow of money!
Enabling may be useful when you are helping

someone grow. Enabling that is harmful seeks to
solve someone’s problem or “help” (often with the best
intentions) to the point of not allowing them to take
responsibility for their life and the changes that are
needed. Stopping the flow of money is simple—just 
stop giving them money! If they make it, they can

I

—Implement rules and limits. Consider what your
boundaries are, what you are comfortable allowing,

and what is non-negotiable. Write it down. Get specific.
Next, communicate clearly what the rule or boundary
is as well as the consequence of not honoring the rule
or boundary. This allows your child to make a choice.
Having a choice is freedom. Once you have clearly
established your limits, implement and maintain them.

T

—Trust your instincts. Setting boundaries in
relationships is not like solving a mathematical

equation. You will need wisdom and guidance. Ask God

spend it.

to give you a right thought or action. Listen, and then

A

move forward with what you believe is best. You know

—Assemble a support group. Setting boundaries
is not easy, especially when the person is someone

you love dearly. Sometimes all we need is permission to
do what we know is best. Find people who will support
you and not co-sign your enabling behavior. Look for
someone who will challenge you, give you wisdom and
guidance, and offer you their strength and hope.

N

that voice inside that tells you something isn’t right?
That same voice can also tell you what is right. Take the
risk and trust it. God’s got your back.

Y

—Yield everything to God. It is an act of surrender
and acceptance to turn your child over to God. He

knows what your child needs in order to realize things
need to change in his or her life. He knows how to help

—Nip excuses in the bud. An excuse is “a reason

them change, if they are willing. Yielding your child to

or explanation that defends or justifies a fault or

God allows them the opportunity to open themselves

offense.” Reasons don’t change behavior. Behavior

to real change. Get out of God’s way, and let him work.

changes behavior. Learn to identify an excuse when

Pause, and surrender your child to him (over and over

you hear it, and then call it out for what it is.

again).

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD
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When Your Child Chooses a
Different Standard
BY KIM SULLIVAN

Every parent fears the moment when your young

a place of safety. Even though the frightened and

adult child drops a bomb on you. They have made a life

confused sheep may try to bite or kick the rescuing

choice completely contrary to the standards you have

hand, love compels the shepherd to press on. Further,

set before them. On top of this blow, they seem to flaunt

the shepherd isn’t afraid to use the crook to draw a lost

their decision before you at every opportunity. You feel

lamb back to the fold. Firm confrontation may very well

hurt and betrayed, and maybe even a little foolish. How

be necessary, but it must be love that motivates every

would Christ want you to respond?

conversation and consequence, not anger. It is the love

For whatever reason, it seems common that our

of God that draws all people to repent.

children test our reactions to situations. Will we lose
our cool? Turn our backs on them? Will we ignore
confrontation and choose our relationship with them
even over the standards we have chosen as a family?
Here are some thoughts on how to react when your
child makes a poor choice:

Lead with Love
Many times our kids either consciously or

“Firm confrontation
may very well be
necessary, but it must
be love that motivates
every conversation and
consequence”

subconsciously push our buttons just to see how we will
react. If they fear losing you, they may unconsciously
try to push you away before you get the chance to
leave them. Getting angry only justifies their behavior

Set Limits
There may be times when we have to momentarily

and feeds into their feelings that you don’t understand

change our fellowship with our children. Although our

what they are going through. So keep calm and promise

relationship with our Heavenly Father is not altered

you will always love them. This isn’t to say that you

by our sin, our fellowship can be. For instance, if an

are not allowed to have strong emotions over wrong

adult child is living completely recklessly and bringing

decisions they may make. On the contrary, that straying

total disorder to a family’s home, you may have to ask

sheep should touch your heartstrings enough to make

them to leave if they are not compliant to the law of

you seek out the lost lamb and carry them home to

the land (both literally and figuratively!). When this is

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD
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done in love the child has the opportunity to observe
not rejection, but rather your priorities and the reality of
your relationship with Christ.

Anoint Them in Prayer
The prayers of the righteous are powerful and
effective (James 5:16). There is precious little influence

Stand by Your Beliefs
There are relationships we are to remain more
loyal to than that of our children. The most important
relationship is the one with our Heavenly Father. The

that we can have over another person’s choices, but
we can team up with God in prayer. Our God loves our
child even more than we do. He can do beyond what
we could ask or imagine (Ephesians 3:20). Turn every
anxiety for your child into a prayer for their relationship

world around us, especially our children, are watching

with their Heavenly Father (1 Peter 5:7). Pray God’s

our reactions to see if we really believe what we

promises over your child and hold God accountable to

say that we believe. Standing by our beliefs even

fulfill them. Trust that God who began a good work in

while those we love most challenge those beliefs

them will carry it on to completion! (Philippians 1:6).

speaks loudly of the reality of our commitment to our
Heavenly Father. After all, how can we expect our
children to obey or honor our advice against that of
their peers if we change our standards in order to
keep from confronting them? If we are unwilling to
obey our Heavenly Father even at a cost, how can we

The reality is that everyone is looking for something
to live for that is worth dying for. If we cannot even risk
relationships with our loved ones in order to remain
faithful to God and his requirements, then we are not
living what we say we believe. The Holy Spirit leads

expect them to overcome the pressures of society in

us as parents and gives us wisdom and peace when

their own lives? We are not to conform to this world

family storms hit. Remain faithful to him. You may be

(Romans 12:2). What better way to walk that out

the only glimpse of Christ they see, so respond with his

before our family than to face their opposition of biblical

grace. In doing so, you will be serving your family to the

standards?

highest degree.

GUIDING INTO ADULTHOOD
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About Family Fire
Family Fireis a Christian ministry committed to fanning the flames of the Holy Spirit
in our family relationships. Family Firehosts an active Facebook communityand offers
a library of deeper resources on our website. We also offer live teaching events such
as marriage and parenting retreats. Together we explore spiritual, emotional, and
physical intimacy and how we should live as members of a Spirit-fed family.
Romans 8:14-17 teaches us how the Holy Spirit connects us in our relationships:
“For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive the
spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption
as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ The Spirit himself bears witness with
our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and
fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be
glorified with him.”
Discussing God’s design for marriage and parenting, Family Fireis produced by
Pastor Deb Koster in collaboration with her husband, Pastor Steven. The Kosters
are passionate about using God’s Word to help families nurture faith formation and
navigate relationship challenges.
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Forgiveness: A Guide
to Relationship Repair
We’ve all been hurt by someone close.
Wounds can be deep. Yet, God calls us to forgive.
“Forgiveness: A Guide to Relationship Repair,” an ebook from Family Fire,
equips you to heal and repair your relationships through God’s gift of forgiveness.

To learn more visit

familyfire.com/forgive
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Help for
Marriages in Crisis
Every marriage hits bumps in the road.
What happens when yours runs into a roadblock?
“Marriages in Crisis,” an ebook from Family Fire, helps you find hope and see
God at work in the most difficult time of your life.

To learn more visit

familyfire.com/marriageincrisis
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Sign up on our website to get encouragement like
this booklet delivered to your inbox each week.

FamilyFire.com

Family Fire is the marriage and family outreach of

ReFrameMinistries.org
1700 28th Street SE
Grand Rapids, MI 49508
PO BOX 7050
Burlington, ON L7R 3Y8
Call: 616-241-1691
Toll Free: 800-879-6555
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