Today, we continue our walk through the second half of Paul's letter to the Ephesians by looking at 6:1-4 – Paul's instructions regarding parent-child relationships.  As we saw last week with the instructions regarding marriage, this whole section flows from the declaration in 5:21 that Spirit-filled people will be “submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  Moreover, all of these instructions are making clear to us what it means to “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which [we] have been called” (4:1).  As those who have repented of our sins and trusted in Christ, God – through Paul – is telling us what it means to follow Him and walk in obedience.  Specifically, in 6:1-4, He is telling us what such obedience looks like in the realm of parent-child relationships.  

Now, I know the immediate temptation is to pigeonhole this text and assume that it is only applicable to children currently living with their parents and parents who have children living with them.  While it is obviously applicable to those groups, I am certain that the text actually applies to everyone in this room, and I want to demonstrate why this is the case from the outset.  

First of all, a number of us here actually do fit the description above – we have children living in our home who are under our care right now.  As this text will make clear, we are responsible for them.  We must understand how we should act toward them as believers as well as how they should act toward us.  

Second, some of you in this room no longer have children at home, but you will one day have grandchildren.  I would urge you to keep texts like this in mind even as grandparents.  The goal of a grandparent, just like a parent, ought to be grandchildren who honor and follow Christ – not children who have everything they want and are allowed to disobey mom and dad around grandma and grandpa.

Third, even if you personally do not have children, you are part of a church with many people who do.  Encourage and exhort them in this task.  If they are not doing it, exhort them with this text.  If they are, encourage them from this text.  And, on top of that, help them.  

Fourth, as we will see in a moment, the foundation of this text - “honor your father and mother” - has no timetable on it.  It seems, from Jesus' own words, that this command endures as long as parents are alive.  So we must understand what that means.

And, finally, as we will also see later, Scripture is clear that God interacts with us like a Father with his child.  If we can understand the responsibility of children, we can understand our responsibility as God's children.  If we can understand the responsibility of a Father, we can understand how God interacts with us.  

So, with those motivating factors, let us jump into the text.  

I. Children are to obey their parents in the Lord.

Paul begins this text by speaking to children in particular as he writes, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.  'Honor your father and mother' (this is the first commandment with a promise), 'that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land” (6:1-2).  Interestingly, though it appears – at first glance – as if there are two commands given to children, it seems that there is actually one foundational command (“honor”) that is applied (“obey”) specifically to younger people (“children”) still living under the direct authority of their parents.  If we are to understand this text correctly, we need to understand this structure.  

First, Paul clearly tells children that they are to obey their parents.  This is a common exhortation in the Scriptures (Prov. 6:20-21; Col. 3:20).  The primary concern for children, and the primary area in which they are to demonstrate submission, is in their relationship to their parents.  Just as we saw with wives in last week's text (5:22-33), children are under authority and should behave accordingly.  Just as the wife submits to the proper authority (her husband), a child should submit to the proper authority (the parent).  If a parent gives a child a command, the child should do what the parent says.  

And we should notice as well that, just like last week, the child is to obey the parents “in the Lord.”  This phrase is parallel to the instruction seen last week that wives should submit to their husbands “as to the Lord.”  This points to a reality that we will examine more later – the child is primarily submitting to God and not the parent.  Just like with wives last week, if the child is commanded to sin, they are not obligated to obey.  Ultimately, the child is obeying God by obeying His parents.  

So, before we go any further, we should be very clear on this instruction.  Children are to submit to their parents.  They are to follow instructions and carry out the commands that are given to them.  There is no place in this command for a child instructing a parent or refusing to obey a command.  Children, Paul's command is very clear.  If your parents tell you to clean your room, make your bed, or take out the trash, you should do it.  It is not just about obeying the parent but obeying God.  Parents, as we will discuss more later, you need to make sure your children obey.  Do not allow disobedience to go unaddressed.  Do not allow open defiance and rebellion to be permitted.  Because ultimately, the child is not just disobeying and defying you – they are disobeying and defying God.  

But why does Paul give such a command to children?  He goes on to say that children should obey their parents “for this is right.”  But what makes obedience to parents right?  How does Paul know this?  The answer is found in verse 2.  In essence, verses 2-3 are the explanation of why it is “right” for children to obey their parents.  The command is not given in a vacuum, and Paul makes clear that there is a more foundational command underlying this very specific command.  He writes, “'Honor your father and mother' (this is the first commandment with a promise), 'that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land.'”  Paul goes all the way back to Exodus 20:12 and tells his readers that the reason children should obey their parents is because all people are supposed to honor their father and mother. 

We must understand this point because it makes a number of things clear.  First, with regard to children, it makes clear that the ultimate issue is not just obedience in external realities.  It does this by reinforcing the fact that the child is in relationship with God and not just parents.  There is a much deeper issue of submission and respect to God that is involved in obedience to parents because this obedience is actually obedience to God.  In Exodus 20, God was giving commands to His people, and the people were receiving instruction directly from Him.  As we will see later, the goal is not merely the cultivation of certain behavior but the cultivation of an attitude that joyfully and willingly submits to God and His commands.    

Second, with regard to adults, it reminds us that there is a principle underlying this text that applies to all of us.  Though Paul's focus in this text is specifically children obeying their parents, there is an implicit reminder that all people are told to honor their father and mother.  You see, there is no timetable given on this command from Exodus 20:12.  It does not say to honor your father and mother until you move out of the house or until your married or until you just don't feel like it.  We are all supposed to honor our parents as long as they are alive.  Jesus himself made this clear to the Pharisees (Matt. 15:1-9; Mark 7:9-13).  For a young person who is still under the authority of their parents, this honor is demonstrated through obedience.  For an adult who is no longer under the parents' authority, this honor will look different – it will mean showing respect for parents and caring for them as they get older.  Caring for aging parents, at least those who are widows, is a biblical mandate (1 Tim. 5:4), and it is one of the primary ways that we obey this command to honor our parents.  So, as we continue through this text, do not act as if it has nothing to say to you – remember that all of us are to honor our parents.  

Third, it reminds us that blessing (and, by implication, cursing) is bound up with this command.  Paul not only quotes the command of Exodus 20:12 but part of the promise as well – even highlighting that it is the first of the commandments with a promise.  He tells his readers that they should honor their parents “that it may go well with [them] and that [they] may live long in the land.”  In Exodus, the promise says they will live long in the land that God had promised to Israel, but in Ephesians, Paul omits the part about Israel – effectively universalizing this promise for all people.  Paul is holding out a fundamental biblical principle that honoring one's parents – and holding fast to the wisdom of God as we honor parents – will bring with it great blessing.  It will bring not only eternal blessing but, as a general rule, blessing in this life.  The book of Proverbs makes this point abundantly clear (Prov. 2:1-3:12).  Walking in obedience to this command will bring blessing.  

So, the picture Paul paints is clear.  God has commanded all people to honor their parents.  In light of this command, children who are still under their parents' authority are to obey those parents.  The parents, not the children, are the authority in the household. The household should not revolve around the children.  Children are to take their proper place in the authority structure of the house.  And this reality should be evident in their behavior.  

II. Fathers are to bring up their children in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

After addressing children, Paul turns his attention to fathers.  Just like Paul connected his instruction to wives with instruction to the husbands in authority over them, he now connects his instruction to children with instructions to the fathers in authority over them.  The issue – as we will also see next week – is not merely how to submit to authority but how to exercise authority.  Paul closes our text by saying, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (6:4).  Though brief, there are a number of vitally important pieces to this statement.  

First, it is instructive that fathers alone are addressed.  Just like in marriage, men bear primary responsibility.  In the previous verses, Paul clearly instructed children to obey both parents.  And in quoting Exodus 20, Paul was clear that fathers and mothers should be honored.  But, as he turns to give instruction to those parents, he only addresses fathers.  Fathers, we are not only the head of our wife but of our household.  Primary responsibility falls upon us.  Do not shirk your responsibility – you cannot avoid accountability to this command just because you do not want to do it.  Do not pawn your responsibilities off on your wife or on the church, or on school teachers or daycare workers.  That does not mean your child cannot go to daycare or school, but make sure that you are intimately involved in training them up.  Mothers, this means you should not undercut your husbands authority with your children.  If you ever find yourself “siding” with a child against your husband, then you are not acting correctly.  It is okay to appeal to your husband on behalf of a child, but the child should never be taught that it is okay to ignore dad's authority.   Paul addresses fathers – and that alone is instructive to us.  

But Paul goes on to give clear instruction to fathers.  First, he says, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger.”  In essence, just like with a wife, men should not lord their authority over the children.  Fathers, we should never abuse our authority over our children.  The goal is not domination, slavery or servitude.  We must be careful not to discipline too severely – be it with the rod or with other forms.  We must be careful not to make unreasonable demands.  We must always be careful to treat them with the dignity and respect that is due to all human beings made in the image of God.  We must avoid berating, belittling or embarrassing them.  One commentator says of Paul's words, “Effectively, the apostle is ruling out 'excessively severe discipline, unreasonably harsh demands, abuse of authority, arbitrariness, unfairness, constant nagging and condemnation, subjecting a child to humiliation, and all forms of gross insensitivity to a child's needs and sensibilities'.”
  We must remember that all the commands we are given regarding interacting with other people (“Love your neighbor as yourself,” “Repay no one evil for evil,” etc.) apply to our children as well.  Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger.

But Paul does not stop with merely a negative exhortation – he provides positive exhortations as well (as he has throughout Ephesians).  He says, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.”  Instead of provoking children to anger, we should bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.  Now, before looking at these terms individually, we should take note of one foundational reality that underlies Paul's words: the goal of parenting is not well-behaved children or “good kids” but children who glorify God by submitting to Jesus Christ.  This is something that should underlie every interaction we have with our children.  As followers of Christ ourselves, our central goal and task with our children is evangelism and – if they believe – discipleship.  This reality must drive everything we do with children.  

And Paul fleshes out this “bringing up.”  First, he says to bring up children in the “discipline” of the Lord.  The essence of the term is simple – fathers, we should rebuke and reprove our children when needed.  In more common language – spank them, or do something similar that will motivate them to turn from their sin.  As we saw earlier, we must make clear to them that it will go well with them if they obey and that it will not go well with them if they do not.  And the issue is not merely visible behavior.  As we saw earlier, there is a connection between earthly fatherhood and the fatherhood of God.  Fathers, as we discipline our children physically, we are teaching them about the greater discipline of God.  The author of Hebrews saw this clearly (Heb. 12:5-11), and used earthly fatherhood as an example for his readers of the fatherhood of God.  

This is crucial to remember because it helps us understand how to do this well.  To bring up children in the discipline of the Lord is not merely to punish bad behavior but to help the child recognize the sin that produced the behavior.  We must be careful to speak to our children about their hearts and not merely their actions.  You see, children do not just do bad things – they are bad people, just like the rest of us.  Children do not just need behavior modification, they need new hearts so that they can obey the Lord.  To bring up children in the discipline of the Lord is to help children understand that, if they do not repent, greater punishment is coming.  We must teach them that God punishes sin, and that He will never let a sinner go unpunished.  We must be sure to do this because if there is not category for punishment of sin, there is no category for a need of Christ.  We are to bring up children in the discipline of the Lord.  

But Paul also tells fathers to bring up their children in the “instruction” of the Lord.  This means that we are not only offering correction but counsel.  There is not only a “negative” aspect of bringing up children, but a “positive” aspect.  In light of the way Paul has instructed the Ephesians, this is really no surprise.  Honoring God is not merely about “avoiding” sin, it is primarily about doing things that honor Him.  So, applying this to interactions with our children, we are not only interested in pointing out sin and helping them avoid sin, but in actively teaching them what it means to follow the Lord and submit to Him.  Fathers, our task is not only to punish wrongdoing but to actively teach “rightdoing.”  This is much harder because it involves knowing it and doing it ourselves.  Fathers, we should be teaching our children what it means (and looks like) to repent of sin and to trust Christ and to walk in faith and to put to death the deeds of the flesh and to meditate on the Word and to pray without ceasing and to seek first the Kingdom of God and to love our Lord and our neighbors.  This is what it means to train up our children in the way they should go.  Ultimately, it is the Lord who will grant them a new heart that desires to obey, but we can be an instrument used by God to point them in that direction.  

III. We must keep in mind the ultimate Fatherhood of God. 

Before we close today, I want to highlight one more reality in light of this text.  Though Paul's concern in these four verses is with earthly parent-child relationships, I do not want to miss the opportunity to point out that these earthly parent-child relationships are all shadows and types of the ultimate parent-child relationship between God and His people.  In reality, a proper understanding of that ultimate relationship is the best aid we can have with regard to its earthly counterpart.  And these are not merely my own thoughts – the Scriptures speak often about God as Father (Matt. 6:9-13; Rom. 8:15-17; Gal. 4:4-7; Eph. 2:19) and make the connection between that relationship and the earthly parent-child relationship (Luke 11:9-13; Heb. 12:5-12).   Understanding the fatherhood of God is relevant in a number of ways.  

First of all, it reminds us that good, faithful earthly fatherhood is simply an intimation of the perfect Fatherhood of God.  God readily provides for His people (Luke 11:9-13) and forgives them when they sin (1 John 1:9).  He is laboring to cause us to be conformed to the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29-30), and nothing can separate us from His love (Rom. 8:31-39).  Because we are imperfect sinners, he disciplines us (Heb. 12:7) – but not ultimately because he delights in the pain but so that we can share his holiness (Heb. 12:10).  Fathers, in reality, you are the image that your child will have when he hears that God is “Father.”  This is a frightening thought but a reality nonetheless.  So, fathers, in light of that – will your child recognize God rightly?  Will they recognize Him as faithful and just, forgiving and righteous, hateful toward sin but delighting in righteousness?  Fathers, recognize the seriousness of your role, and act accordingly.  Do not condemn yourself for your failures, but remember that your Father has forgiven you and taken away your sin and loves you and shows mercy and grace to you – and then go and do likewise to your children.  

Second, it reminds us that even when earthly fathers fail, there is a perfect Father in heaven who never lets us down.  When Jesus taught us to pray “Our Father...”, he was making a resounding declaration about the nature of God – that He is the ultimate Father who cares for His people better than anyone else.  Perhaps you had a Father who was everything a Father should not be – maybe he was harsh or unfair or unfaithful or vengeful or arrogant or uninvolved or even abusive.  If that is the case, then I would say that is all the more reason for you to come to God and experience the joy of real, true Fatherhood.  Experience love that never ends and that is not based on your abilities or your accomplishments.  Experience care that is faithful and perfect and never-ending.  Experience mercy and grace that is able to take even the most wicked and horrible part of you and turn it into something good and right and wonderful.   Experience the goodness that you never knew in your own Father.  

Finally, if you are here and you have never submitted yourself to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord – turning away from your sins and trusting Him to take them away, then I would urge you to turn to the Creator who made you.  Acknowledge Him and worship Him, and you will know a side of Him such as you have never known.  You see, right now, because you refuse to repent and believe, the wrath of God is on you.  He is perfectly righteous, and – as we mentioned earlier – he will not let sin go unpunished.  As he told Moses in Exodus, He will “by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and the fourth generation” (Exod. 34:7b).  But He is also “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin” (Exod. 34:6-7a).  But how can God be both, you ask?  How can he forgive iniquity and yet by no means clear the guilty?  The answer is found in Jesus Christ.  When a person trusts in Christ, his death and resurrection is counted as their death and resurrection – they are forgiven.  And when a person trusts in Christ, their sin is laid upon Him and punished – there guilt is not ignored but is laid on Christ.  This is the glory of the gospel.  This is the mercy and grace and love of the Father.  Repent and believe today.  Amen.  

�	O'Brien, 446 – quoting Lincoln.





