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RAISING CHILDREN IN THE LORD 
Ephesians 6:1-4 (No. 45) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
April 24, 2016 

INTRODUCTION 

We’ve arrived at the final chapter to Paul’s letter to the church in Ephesus.  To begin chapter 6, 
Paul is continuing his exhortation to Christian households.  He’s giving practical application to 
what it means to be Spirit-filled in relationships within the home.   

Specifically, what does it mean to “submit to one another” (5:21) in relationships within the 
household.  He first addressed husbands and wives at the end of chapter 5.  Now he turns to the 
second most important relationship within a marriage and that’s children and parents. 

Eph 6:1-4 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2 “Honor your father and 
mother” (this is the first commandment with a promise),3 “that it may go well with you and that 
you may live long in the land.”4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up 
in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. 

 

We should understand that, although Paul lived in a different time period and culture than we do, 
there is much the same.  In both our culture and his culture, the roles of husbands and wives are 
skewed. Neither our culture, nor his culture values marriage they way God would have us.  The 
family was under assault then.  And the family is under assault today.  God’s righteous standard 
for marriage has been undermined in our culture. 

• Divorce is cheap and easy. 
• Who can get married has been liberalized. 
• The women’s liberation movement has devastated the home. 

So we should expect that a society that undermines the family will also seek to corrupt the 
relationship between parents and children. 

• We see this already, where daughters are able to get abortions without parental consent. 
• We see schools adopting curricula that promotes sexually immoral behavior as normal 

and to be celebrated. 
• For a long time there’s been a movement to consider spanking of any kind as a form of 

child abuse. 

We understand all of this to be part of the progressive depravity of man and Satan’s attack on 
God’s first institution—the family.  So though chapter 6 was written about 2,000 years ago, 
God’s word to us through Paul is as relevant today as it was then.  Very simply, these four verses 
clearly delineate God’s will for children and God’s will for parents.  In this passage, God has a 
word for children, and God has a word for fathers. 

Let’s see first. . .  
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I. GOD’S WORD TO CHILDREN 

Eph 6:1-3: "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.”" 

The first remarkable thing about these three verses is that he is even addressing children in the 
first place.  The Greco-Roman culture that Paul lived in had a low view of children.  If you 
didn’t want your child, you abandoned the child at the local trash heap.  There, the child would 
either die from exposure and the trash heap would become its grave. Or, someone would take the 
child to be raised as a slave, or gladiator, or prostitute.  A society that does such a thing doesn’t 
value children. 

But Jesus had a new way. He loved kids.  In one instance, children as young as infants were 
brought to him so that he would heal them and pray for them. The disciples of Jesus rebuked the 
people for bringing the children.  But Jesus responded, “Let the little children come to me and do 
not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 19:13-14).  Christ’s kingdom 
is for children too.  He wanted the kids to come to him. 

Following after Jesus, Paul here addresses children.  So, evidently, he anticipated that kids would 
be there when his letter was read.  This lends evidence that local congregations consisted of 
whole families coming together to worship and hear instruction from the word of God.   

We shouldn’t press this too far as if this was some sort of biblical mandate to always have 
children in every worship service—as if children’s ministries were unbiblical.  I want to be clear 
that nothing in the Bible prohibits churches from having children’s ministry or splitting off 
parents and children during the service.  One day, when we have the space and the resources, 
Treasuring Christ Church will have a well-developed children’s ministry.  I hope it is the most 
Christ-exalting, Bible-saturated, Spirit-empowered, disciple-making children’s ministry that we 
can by God’s grace make it.  At some point, we will be ready for that.  But the takeaway from 
Paul instructing children is that whatever structure a church decides on, the children are to be 
instructed in the word of God. 

Now, what does he mean by children [te,kna]?  The term itself speaks of a relationship, not 
necessarily an age range.  We understand the age from the context. The context shows us that the 
children are young enough to still be in the home.  In v. 4, Paul exhorts fathers to bring up these 
same children in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.  So these are children in the process 
of being raised in the home. 

To children, Paul has two commands.  We have about 20 kids in the room right now. Perhaps 
when Paul’s letter was read from house to house, it felt something like this.  So, listen up kids in 
the next few moments.  God is specifically talking to you in these verses.  You are smaller than 
most everyone else in the room.  But even though you’re smaller than the adults in the room, 
God has something big for you to do.  Right now, you don’t have much responsibility.  But one 
day you’ll be big like your parents and you’ll have lots of things God wants you to do.  But for 
now, one of the biggest things God has for you to do is to obey your parents.  God is saying to 
you to obey your parents. 
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• Sometimes you don’t feel like it. 
• Sometimes you think it isn’t fair. 
• Sometimes you don’t think your parents make the right decisions. 

But the Bible says that the “right” thing for you to do is to obey what your parents tell you to do. 

And God gives us three reasons why you should obey your parents. 

The first reason you should obey your parents is so that you can obey God.  When my kids 
disobey, one of the things I often tell them is this: “If you don’t learn to obey daddy and 
mommy, how will you learn to obey God?”  To obey God in faith is the most important thing 
that your parents can teach you. 

The second reason you should obey your parents is “that it may go well with you.”  You know 
that when you obey your parents, it makes everyone much happier.  And one of the lessons you 
must learn is that there is always blessing with obedience.  Blessing means to be made happy.  
So if you want to be happier, obey your parents.  And as you do, you’ll learn how to obey God.  
And there is no greater joy than to trust and obey God—even when really hard and bad things 
happen to us. 

The third reason to obey your parents is “that you may live long in the land.”  Many times when 
your parents are telling you to do something—or to not do something—they are keeping you 
from danger.  They don’t want you to get hurt.  They want to protect you from a danger.  So 
because they love you and want to keep you safe, they tell you to do things. 

Kids, you know what would bring happiness to your parents today?  The next time they tell you 
to do something, even if you don’t feel like it, you say to them, “I will obey you, mommy. I will 
obey you, daddy.”  Now, if those are the simple instructions to the kids, then, parents, it should 
shape the way we parent.  If God says for kids to obey their parents, then parents should train 
their children to obey.  Do you realize that your kids’ disobedience is a treason against God?  
God has set you over them. God has. And for them to defy you means they are defying God.  So 
obedience really matters. 

And that means that if you tell them to do something and they don’t do it, there should be a 
consequence.  Because it matters.  If there is no consequence, you are training your kids to 
ignore your word.  And if you train your kids to ignore your word, you are training them to 
ignore God’s word.  How will they learn to obey God unless they learn to obey you? 

• God never counts to three! 
• God expects obedience with a happy heart. 
• God expects full compliance. 

So you must train your kids in that same pathway.  Training your kids to obey is like using an 
awl to make a groove in wood. Each time, the groove gets deeper and easier to follow.  And as 
you train them to obey you, you’re training them to obey God.  So that when you tell them what 
God requires of them, there’s a pathway already there to follow. 
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One of my biggest fears, when our kids were young and were learning to obey my voice right 
away was that when obeying really mattered—when it was life and death—they wouldn’t obey.  
Not long ago, we were at a park and I saw a mom chasing after her child yelling for him to stop. 
He was headed for a busy parking lot and he wasn’t stopping. And the fear began to rise that if 
he makes it to that parking lot, he may get struck by a car.  He may not “live long in the land” for 
failure to obey.  Learning to obey when it really matters starts by learning to obey when it 
matters less.  So we train our children to obey us in order to train them to obey God. 

Now in verse 4, we see. . .  

II. GOD’S WORD TO FATHERS 

Eph 6:4: "Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and 
instruction of the Lord." 

Just as there were two commands to the children, there are two commands to fathers.  But before 
we look at those, we notice that these commands are specifically addressed to fathers.  The word 
in v. 4 translated ‘fathers’ is just plural form of the word ‘father’ and can at times means 
“parents.”  It’s used that way in Hebrews 11:23, where the text says Moses was “hidden by his 
parents [same word].”  But here in v. 4, Paul seems to be very intentional about writing to 
fathers.  The reason I say that is that. . .  

• In v. 1, he uses the term ‘parents,’ but it’s a different word [“children, obey your 
parents”]. 

• In v. 2, he quotes the 5th Commandment and uses the terms ‘father’ and ‘mother.’ And 
the word ‘fathers’ in v. 4 is the same word, but in the plural form, for ‘father’ in v. 2. 

So if Paul wanted to address parents generally in v. 4, it would seem natural that he would go 
back to the term he used in v. 1 for parents rather than using the plural form for ‘father.’  So I 
conclude that Paul wants to single out fathers here.  Now having said that, certainly what Paul 
writes here could be applied to mothers.  But he wants to specifically have a word with fathers. 

I think the reason he addresses fathers is because he wants to specifically address those who have 
the chief responsibility in the household.  In 5:23, he said that “the husband is the head of the 
wife.” That is, the husband is God’s appointed leader in the marriage.  And that leadership 
extends in another way too—to the children.  The husband is the leader in the marriage and he is 
the leader in the entire household.  The mother certainly leads the children too, but the father is 
to be the ultimate leader. He can’t delegate away his responsibility. So this is a word to fathers, 
though it is relevant and a good word for mothers too.  As I said, there are two commands here to 
fathers. 

The first command is “do not provoke your children to anger.”  Admittedly, fathers do seem to 
have a kind of innate ability to provoke their children.  Perhaps this is due to a common 
temperament.  But more likely it’s due to a common tendency to abuse our authority.  As fathers, 
we must wield our authority in the household with great care.  Authority in the hands of father 
who isn’t filled with the Spirit is like a father carrying around a handgun, loaded with the safety 
off.   
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A father who is not Spirit-filled wielding authority will use that authority as a weapon rather than 
a shelter for his children.  And there are many ways to provoke our children to anger. 

• Excessive discipline 
• Unreasonably harsh demands 
• Abuse of authority 
• Unfairness 
• Humiliating our children 
• Insensitivity 
• Nagging 

All of these provoke our children to anger.  When the children are young, they may not respond 
with anger immediately.  But we sow seeds of discouragement, bitterness, belittlement, angst, 
humiliation, and condemnation and these later grow into the weed of anger.  And when we do 
these things, we demonstrate that we have forgotten how our Heavenly Father has treated us. 

• When has God your Father ever mistreated you? 
• When has he ever provoked you? 
• When has his discipline ever been excessive? 
• When have his demands ever been unreasonable? 
• When has he belittled us? 
• When has he been unfair? 

Our Heavenly Father has never done anything to us that would justify an angry response.  
Fathers, are you not as God to your children?  Isn’t it true that you are called father and He is 
called Father so that your children would know something true of Him by looking to you? 

Our Heavenly Father has never needed to apologize to anyone because he has done no wrong. 
He has never needed to ask for forgiveness.  But won’t you, who have done wrong, ask your 
children for forgiveness?  Your Heavenly Father has called you to seek forgiveness whenever 
you have done wrong.  Shouldn’t that be exemplified in the home?  And whether your children 
are young or old.  Whether the wrong was this morning or decades ago? 

A second command to fathers is stated positively.  “Fathers. . . bring them up in the discipline 
and instruction of the Lord.”  Again, it’s not as if mothers have no responsibility in this area.  Of 
course they do: children are to obey their parents; honoring both father and mother.  But chiefly, 
fathers have responsibility to ensure their children are raised up in the discipline and instruction 
of the Lord.  And what a high calling this is. 

Several years ago, I walked by some Christian college students talking about whether having 
children was a good idea given the wickedness of the world and that God might not save them.  
One young lady wasn’t sure she wanted to have children in the future, because if the Lord didn’t 
save them, she’d feel responsible for populating hell.  And that could be the outcome. I wouldn’t 
fault her for weighing the wickedness of the culture.  But that’s not the only possibility.  The 
other possibility is that you raise a child who so loves Christ and so loves the gospel that they 
rescue hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people from the path to hell.   
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Do you have a vision for your child that’s bigger than a job?  Does your dream for your child 
ever ascend higher than the American dream?  A nice graduation from a nice college to go to a 
nice job that pays for a nice house and a nice car with a nice spouse and nice kids who all take 
nice vacations and eventually a nice retirement.  All those things will burn in the end!  And then 
they will see Jesus.  And what will your children say?  “Jesus, thanks for the house?!”  “Jesus, 
thanks for giving me a good job and a good life?” 

Cultivating a vision of treasuring Christ above all things and leveraging all resources—including 
house and job—for the cause of Christ begins when they are young. 

• What you value, they will value. 
• What you cherish, they will cherish. 
• What you talk about, they will talk about. 
• What you sing about, they will sing about. 
• What you sacrifice for, they will attribute value. 

If they don’t see mom and dad lay down their lives for King Jesus, then who will they rightly 
imitate?  What else will they conclude except that stuff is more valuable than Jesus?  Where will 
your children learn to Treasure Christ?  Some of you will say, “I’ve blown it. It’s too late. 
They’re all grown-up.”  And in that moment of despair, will you remember who your God is?  
Has he ever given up on his children?  Won’t he infallibly, savingly draw all his chosen children 
to himself in his time?   

So we acknowledge our past failings and then we look to heaven and we see the doors of the 
throne room of grace swung wide open.  And we hear the call of our loving God bidding us to 
come, come, come and receive mercy and find grace to help in your time of need.  But for you 
fathers (and indeed mothers) who still have your children at home, don’t waste the time.  Resolve 
to teach them the things of the Lord. 

CONCLUSION 

We understand that our parenting won’t be perfect because we are not perfect.  But if we are to 
raise our children in the Lord, it has to start with us cultivating our own walk with the Lord.  
How can you commend one you barely know?  How can you communicate to your children the 
value of Jesus if you don’t daily cultivate in your own heart the value of Jesus?  And the Spirit 
helps us in these things.  So let’s ask him to help us now. . .  
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