“PARENTING ON PURPOSE”
Being A Family On Purpose

November 15, 2009

Cornerstone Community Church

A father was reading his four-year-old son James a Bible story as he was getting him ready for bed.  Reading from the Book of Genesis the dad read this: “A man named Lot was warned to take his wife and flee from the city, but Lot’s wife looked back and was turned into a pillar of salt.”  The dad could tell that his youngster was troubled by the account so he asked him what he thought.  James replied, “I was just wondering … what happened to the flea?”  Kids hear things differently sometimes, don’t they?  A mother was sitting next to her young daughter at church one Sunday morning.  During the sermon the minister looked up toward God and said, “Dear Lord, without you we are but dust.”  At that moment the preschool daughter leaned over to her mom and quite loudly asked this question: “Mom, what is butt dust?”
It’s not easy to be a parent.  It is a great honor and a great joy, but it is never easy.  Nothing brings us more joy, and nothing brings us more heartache.  And here’s the question we want to explore this morning as we continue our series called “Being A Family On Purpose” – what is the purpose of parenting?  What exactly is our job?  How do we know whether we are parenting well or if we are parenting poorly?  
Many parents don’t give this question much thought, and I can understand why.  Most of the time our goal as parents is our own survival.  If we can just get through the day without having to make a trip to the emergency room, then we’ve had a good day.  If we can just get the kid to take a nap, if we can just get him potty-trained, if we can just get him to sleep through the night, if we can just make it alive from one day to the next, one week to the next, then we’ve succeeded.  We don’t have time to wonder what our purpose in parenting is, because all we’re trying to do is survive.
But this is a question that deserves an answer.  Yes, survival is a good thing, but parenting is too important a job to simply sit back and see what happens from day to day and year to year.  So let’s come at it this way.  As a parent, what do you want for your kids?  Most parents have a simple answer to that – they want their kids to be happy.  And I understand that.  I want my kids to be happy.  But our purpose as parents is far more than to help our kids be happy.  We do not serve our children well if all we do as parents is to smooth over every hardship and protect them from every struggle and satisfy their every desire.  The purpose of parenting is not to keep our kids happy.
So what is our purpose?  Here’s one way to think of it.  When we choose to follow Jesus, the Bible says we become children of God.  So does our Heavenly Father have a purpose for his children?  Of course he does; that’s what we just spent 40 days discovering for ourselves.   We discovered that God planned us for his pleasure, that he formed us for his family, that he created us to become like Christ, that he shaped us to serve and that he made us for a mission.  So clearly if those are God’s purposes for his children, they should be our purposes for our children.  
Let me remind you of two of the most important verses in the Bible on the job of a parent.  Both of these verses use the same key word – it’s the word “train.”  In Proverbs 22:6 the Bible says, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.”  Then in the New Testament Book of Ephesians the Bible says this: “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” (Ephesians 6:4)   To train someone means that we have to be intentional about what we’re doing.  In the words of Stephen Covey, it means we have to “begin with the end in mind.”  If you’ve ever watched the reality show “The Biggest Loser” you’ve seen what serious training looks like.  On that show Jillian and Bob are given the responsibility of helping about a dozen seriously overweight contestants get in shape and get healthy.  Sure there are a lot of theatrics on the show or people wouldn’t watch it, but theatrics aside what is evident is that Jillian and Bob have a very clear goal for each contestant and very clear plans for how they are going to help those folks reach their goals.  And they push the contestants very hard.  Being a personal trainer requires a great deal of thought and planning and a significant amount of energy.

And that’s what’s required of us as parents.  The Bible says our job is to train our kids.  We don’t have the option of just sitting back and seeing what happens.  When we fail to train our kids, we fail our kids.  We need to parent on purpose.
So how do we do that?  How do we train our kids to live out God’s purposes for their lives?  To try to make this fresh, I’m not going to simply use the same words we learned in our 40 Days of Purpose series, words like “worship” and “fellowship” and “discipleship.”  The concepts are the same, but I’m going to say them a little differently.  

Take God Seriously
For example, the first purpose of our lives is “worship.”  As we learned from “The Purpose-Driven Life,” we were planned for God’s pleasure.  God’s goal for us is that we experience a relationship with him, and our goal for our kids should be the same.  But here’s how I’d like to say it this morning – our goal as parents is to train our kids to take God seriously.  Think of it like this – what are the things in life you teach your kids to take seriously?  Safety is one of them, isn’t it?  From as early as I can remember we were teaching our kids not to touch certain things, not to put certain things in their mouths, not to pet stray dogs, not to stick forks in electrical sockets, not to stick forks in their sister’s eyes, and on and on and on.  Our kids and your kids know that their parents think safety is a big deal.  Oh, it’s true that dads aren’t always as big on safety as moms.  Moms, for example, have this thing about running with scissors, something I never wanted to do as kid until my Mom told me not to.  Frankly, I had never even considered running with scissors until Mom told me not to.  
What else do you teach your kids to take seriously?  Most likely you’ve taught your kids to take their education seriously.  You don’t let your kids stay home from school whenever they feel like it.  Doing their homework isn’t optional.  We think it’s important for our kids to learn as much as they can, so from day one we have them play with educational toys and watch educational videos.  We encourage them to read; we want them to be curious about their world.  Your kids and my kids know that their parents think education is a big deal.
So do our kids and your kids know that their parents think God is a big deal?  Have they learned from us to take God seriously?  Have we trained them to understand that the most important thing they can do in life is to love God with all their hearts, all their strength, all their souls and all their minds?  
John Trent is a Ph.D. and an author of a number of books on parenting and marriage.  He recently did a survey of Christian parents.  His first question was, “Do you think it’s important to pass down your faith to your children?”  Ninety percent of these Christian parents said, “Yes.”  Then he asked this: “Do you think your child will have a strong faith when he or she gets out of college?”  Again, 90 percent of Christian parents said, “Yes, we expect our kids to have a strong faith when they leave college?”  Now the research is pretty clear on that topic.  For years the statistics have shown that 80% of kids who grow up in the church and come from Christian families leave the faith by the time they graduate from college.  So why is that?  Part of the answer comes from the response to John Trent’s third question to Christian parents, which is this: “Outside of going to church, what are you doing intentionally to introduce and build a growing faith in your child?”  Less than 30% of Christian parents said that they had done anything at all to purposefully connect their kids to God and to help them grow in their faith.

In the Book of Deuteronomy God gives parents this command:

These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts.  Impress them on your children.  Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.  Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.  Write them down on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.  (Deuteronomy 6:6-9)   
God has two directives to we who are parents.  First, we need to take God and his commandments seriously.  God’s words need to be on our hearts.  Then, once we have learned to take God and his commandments seriously, we need to teach our kids to take God and his commandments seriously.  And to do that means more than dropping our kids off at church for an hour a week so someone else can tell them some Bible stories.  To teach our kids to take God seriously, we need to involve God in all of our lives.  God needs to be part of the dinner table discussion.  God needs to be part of the discussion when we talk about the news, when we’re watching TV together, when school issues come up.  Your kids know that safety is a big deal and they know education is a big deal, and they know that because you talk about it all the time.  So do they know that God is a big deal?  Have you trained them to take God seriously?
Over my years as a pastor I’ve talked quite a bit with parents about this issue, and one response I often get is something like this: “Pastor, I want my kids to decide for themselves what they believe.  If they don’t want to come to church or to youth group I don’t think I should force them to come.  This is something they need to decide for themselves.”  Now I agree that everyone has to decide for themselves about God.  There is no such thing as an inherited faith.  God gives each of us free will and he gives each of us a mind, and we each need to make our own decision about whether or not to become God-followers.
But I very much disagree with the thought that we should simply let our kids decide whether to come to church.  If I really believe that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life, and that no one is going to get into heaven apart from a relationship with Jesus, then I am going to do everything I can to make sure my kids have every chance to understand that truth and to respond to that truth.  If I really believe that following Jesus is the best way to live and the only way to die, then I am going to do everything I can to expose my kids to that truth.  My take on parents who don’t bring their kids to church and who don’t spend time with their kids at home talking to them about the message of the Bible is that they don’t really believe the message themselves.  They don’t really believe that the Bible means what it says about the reality of heaven and the reality of hell.  Because if you did believe that Jesus meant what he said about hell, wouldn’t you do everything you could to persuade the son and daughter you love with all your heart that they should follow Jesus?  
Sometimes when parents tell me that they let their kids decide whether or not to go to church I will ask them, “Do you let your kids decide whether or not to go to math class?”  Most kids I know don’t like math.  They would be happier not having to go to math class.  And parents will say, “That’s different.”  And I ask why it’s different.  Well, they say, it’s different because there’s a right way to do math and a wrong way to do math and my kids need to learn the right way.  And here’s what that parent is telling me.  He’s telling me that when it comes to God, there is no right way to believe and there is no wrong way to believe.  He’s telling me that if his kid decides to believe something else about God or to reject God entirely, it really doesn’t matter because there’s no one right way to believe.

You see most people, including many of us who call ourselves Christians, believe that when it comes to religion truth is subjective rather than objective.  I’ve used this illustration before – what’s the best ice cream?  There’s no right answer to that, is there?  For me the best ice cream is chocolate chip; you might say it’s mint chip, which I can’t stand.  When we talk about ice cream, we’re actually saying something about ourselves and not the ice cream; we’re making a subjective statement about ourselves and not an objective statement about the ice cream.  The subjective truth is that chocolate chip is the best ice cream for me, and it’s something different for you.  And many people treat belief in God the same way; they treat it as a subjective truth.  They say, “You believe the God of the Bible is true, and I believe the God of the Book of Mormon is true.  And we’re both right.”  
And nothing could be more wrong. Some of you are diabetics.  You need to take medicine or you would die.  So let me ask you – does it matter what medicine you take? What’s the medicine a diabetic needs to take?  Insulin.  Eating ice cream won’t help your diabetes.  Taking Viagra won’t help your diabetes.  When it comes to diabetes, the objective truth is that you need insulin.  And we understand how objective truth works in life.  Two plus two is four – that’s an objective truth, and I bet that you as a parent don’t give your child the freedom to believe whatever he wants to believe about two plus two.  You teach him at home that two plus two is four and you send him to school to learn that two plus two is four because you believe that two plus two is four is objectively true.  
And here’s my point – if we really believed what the Bible teaches about God is objectively true and that Jesus is the only solution to the problem of sin and that there is a heaven and there is a hell, then we would teach that to our kids at home and we would make sure they came to church and to youth group to learn those objective truths here.  If we really believed it to be true, we would train our kids to take God seriously.

Now with that said, our kids still have free will.  We cannot make them believe in God or love God.  And I know many terrific Christian parents who from all I can see have done everything they could to train their kids to take God seriously and have watched with broken hearts as their kids walked away from the faith.  And when that happens, you don’t cut them out of your life – you keep praying for them and you keep loving them and you continue to live your life fully devoted to Jesus.  But you don’t say, “Well it doesn’t really matter.  This is true for me and that’s true for them.”  It does matter.  There is no bigger deal than a person’s relationship with God, and when our kids leave our homes that’s something they should understand, whether they choose to follow God or not.     
Take Notice Of People
So our first purpose as parents is to train our kids to take God seriously, since we were planned for God’s pleasure.  I’m going to lump the second, fourth and fifth purposes of life under this heading, the heading that says that it is our purpose as parents to train our kids to take notice of people.  The second purpose of life is fellowship – we were formed for God’s family.  The fourth purpose of life is ministry – we were shaped to serve.  And the fifth purpose of life is evangelism – we were made for a mission.  All three of those purposes concern our relationships with other people.  We are called and designed by God for fellowship and ministry and evangelism, all of which involve caring about and getting involved in the lives of other people.
And that starts in our families when we train our kids to take notice of other people.  After all, if you don’t notice people, you’re not going to get involved in their lives.  If you don’t notice that someone is sad or hurting or lost, you won’t take any action to help them.  Jesus taught us that the second greatest commandment is to love our neighbors as ourselves, but we won’t love them unless we notice them.  We’ve said before that the most valuable thing we can pay someone is to pay attention to them, to notice them.  
All throughout our kids’ lives my wife has trained them to take notice of other people.  Our kids are largely grown up now and she’s still doing it.  When our family goes to the gym together on Saturday mornings I tend to be focused on my workout.  I will put my head down and gut through the eight exercises I have planned so I can get out of there.  But Brenda does it a little differently.  It’s not that she doesn’t work out hard; frankly she works out much harder than I do.  But her workouts take her a lot longer because she’s always noticing the other people at the gym.  She’ll notice if someone hasn’t been there for awhile.  She’ll notice someone who looks like they’re having a bad morning.  She’ll notice that someone looks confused and needs some help.  And while she doesn’t formally tell our kids to notice people, they can’t help but learn the lesson when in the middle of their workout their mom will walk over to someone and say, “I noticed that you look tired this morning – how are you doing?”  And then they will watch their mom engage the person in conversation and get involved in that person’s life.

Then we will go to Starbucks.  We’ll get our drinks and sit down at a table and spend some time talking together.  But throughout our conversation Mom will be noticing the people around us.  Recently she went up to a young couple that she had noticed for a few days and told them, “I can’t help but notice how kind you are to each other.  I think that’s really cool.”  And that couple just beamed because someone noticed them.
Do you remember the first sentence of “The Purpose-Driven Life”?  Here it is – “It’s not about you.”  The temptation as a parent is to teach our kids to believe that it’s all about them.  We have the best of intentions.  We love them with all our hearts.  But when we spoil them and indulge them and coddle them, what we just may be doing is to train them to think that life revolves around them and that other people’s needs and feelings and interests aren’t important.  

Let me offer just one suggestion on how to do this.  Train your kids to say “thank you.”  Teach them to notice when other people do things for them.  Dads, teach your kids to notice what their mom does for them and to thank their mom for what she does.  Don’t train your kids to take for granted that mom is going to do their laundry and fix them dinner and drive them to practice.  Just come out and say it: “Kids, did you notice that mom cleaned your room for you.”  And make sure they learn to say in response, “Thank you mom!”  Teach your kids to notice the work their teachers do to help them learn and to say thank you.  Teach them to notice when someone is kind to them and to say thank you.  Teach them to notice that mom is really tired from working so hard and that now might not be a good time to ask her to take you shopping.  Teach them to notice at family gatherings when a cousin is looking bored and might need some attention, or to notice that grandma is overwhelmed and might need some help.  If we want to help our kids discover the purposes of fellowship and ministry and evangelism, let’s start by training our kids to simply pay attention to the needs, concerns and interests of other people.
Take Responsibility

Lastly, let’s parent on purpose by training our kids to take responsibility.  The third purpose of the purpose-driven life is discipleship – we were created to become like Christ.  You might remember that we learned that week that God’s goal is not to make us comfortable but to build our character.  And that’s what we need to teach our kids, that their character is more important than their comfort.  We need to train them to take responsibility for their character and their values and their priorities, to take responsibility for what they do and who they are becoming. 
I started this message by referring to two verses in the Bible that instruct us as parents to train our kids.  There’s one more verse that refers to training, but notice the difference in who is supposed to be doing the training.  In 1 Timothy 4:7 the Bible says, “Train yourself to be godly.”  In helping our kids to grow up, we need to teach them to train themselves.  To begin with, we as parents are doing the training.  But we aren’t really doing our job unless we teach them how to train themselves.  To begin with we feed our kids.  Then they learn how to take the spoon and put the food in their mouth themselves.  Then they learn how to pour the cereal and the milk into the bowl by themselves.  And then the day comes when they learn how to earn the money to go to the store to buy the cereal to pour into the bowl to feed themselves.  And just like we teach our kids to take responsibility for feeding themselves, we need to teach them to take responsibility to train themselves in godliness.

 Take the whole issue of doing homework.  Has that ever been an issue for any of you?  Of course it has.  It was an issue for our parents when we were kids.  We didn’t like doing homework, so sometimes we’d forget and sometimes we just wouldn’t do it.  So mom and dad reminded us, and they encouraged us and sometimes they made us do our homework.  They helped us keep track of what was due when, to develop a schedule.  We didn’t have any discipline, so our parents provided the discipline.  If we tried to make excuses, our parents would have none of it.  If we didn’t get our work done, do you remember what mom and dad said?  “It’s no one’s fault but your own.”  No sympathy and no excuses.  And in time our parents succeeded in their task – they trained us to train ourselves. In time we developed self-discipline. We learned to take responsibility for getting our homework done ourselves.
There’s a lot more we could talk about this morning on this hugely important subject of parenting, but please don’t miss the main point – we need to parent on purpose.  We need to begin this job of parenting with the end in mind.  When our kids leave the nest, what kind of people do we want them to be?  And if we want them to take God seriously and to take notice of other people and to take responsibility for their character, then what is our plan to help them become those kind of people?  How are we going to train them to become men and women of faith and of love and of character?  Let’s bow and ask God to help us to learn how to parent our kids on purpose. 
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