10 - Your Child Needs More Than Better Behavior

Christian fathers must aim beyond well-behaved children to hearts that know their need of Christ.  Every parent eventually encounters a moment that makes him wonder where his child learned that.  The lie. The defiance. The selfishness. The cruelty toward a sibling.  Sometimes the answer is uncomfortable: they learned it from us.  But not always.

Christian parents must remember something our culture desperately wants to forget: our children are not born morally neutral. They enter this world bearing Adam's fallen nature. Like us, they are sinners who need grace.
That truth should profoundly shape the way fathers discipline their children.  Our goal cannot simply be to produce children who behave properly.  We want children who learn to recognize sin, repent of it, trust Christ, and increasingly walk in the new obedience that flows from faith.

Remember the Fall
Scripture gives us a far less flattering view of human nature than modern culture does.  “None is righteous, no, not one” (Rom. 3:10). David confesses, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity” (Ps. 51:5). Sin is not merely something we learn from bad examples. It reaches into the human heart.  That includes our children.  This does not mean children are as wicked as they could possibly be. Nor does it mean every childish mistake is an act of calculated rebellion. A four-year-old genuinely lacks the maturity and judgment of a fourteen-year-old.  But underneath immaturity lies something deeper: a fallen heart.  Christian parenting therefore begins with theological realism. Your child does not merely need education, maturity, better habits, or improved circumstances.  He needs grace.

Behavior Matters—but It Isn't Enough
Fathers should require obedience. We should teach our children to tell the truth, honor authority, control their impulses, treat siblings rightly, work diligently, and behave appropriately. Discipline matters precisely because God has entrusted parents with real authority and responsibility.  But outward compliance is not the same thing as inward righteousness.  A child can learn that lying brings consequences without learning to love truth. He can discover that hitting his brother results in punishment without learning to love his brother. He can become polite, successful, disciplined, and respectable while remaining spiritually unchanged.

This is one of the great dangers of Christian parenting.  We can produce children who know how to behave like Christians before they know why they need Christ.  The goal is not less concern about behavior.  It is concern that goes deeper than behavior.

Discipline Toward the Heart
Suppose your son hits his brother.  You certainly need to stop him. Consequences are, in fact, quite appropriate. But Christian discipline should eventually move beyond, “Don't hit your brother.”

Why did you hit him?  Were you angry because he had something you wanted?  Did you want revenge?  Did you believe getting your way mattered more than loving him?  

Those questions begin moving from the hands toward the heart.  Our children need to learn that sin is not simply breaking Dad's rules. Sin is rebellion against God arising from disordered desires within us.  That makes discipline more demanding for fathers. Rules are comparatively easy. Heart-level conversations require time, patience, discernment, and relationship.  But that is where Christian parenting must go.

Your Child Is Not a Project
Once fathers recognize the importance of the heart, another danger appears: we begin searching for the parenting technique that will fix it.  If we use the right discipline system, ask the right questions, establish the right habits, choose the right school, conduct family worship consistently, and keep the wrong influences away, surely we can produce faithful Christian children.  We cannot.  Those things may be wise and important. God ordinarily works through means, and parents should pursue wisdom diligently. 

But we cannot regenerate our children.  Only God can give a new heart.  That truth should destroy both pride and despair. If your children appear to be doing well, you cannot congratulate yourself as though your parenting technique produced spiritual life. If they struggle, you should examine your own faithfulness honestly without assuming every sin in your child proves parental failure.  We parent faithfully.  God changes hearts.

Remember Your Own Fall
There is another sinner in every discipline conversation.  Dad.  It is remarkably easy to become indignant about the very sins we excuse in ourselves.  We punish disrespect while speaking harshly. We demand self-control while losing our temper. We condemn dishonesty while shading the truth. We become furious about a child's selfishness because his selfishness interrupted what we wanted. Remembering the Fall means remembering that it happened to us too.  That should not weaken a father's authority. It should humble the man exercising it.

Sometimes one of the most powerful things a father can say is, “What you did was wrong. But the way I responded was wrong too. Will you forgive me?”  Repentance does not undermine fatherhood.  It shows our children what Christians do with sin.

Give Them the Gospel
If our children were merely immature, better training might be enough.  If they were merely uninformed, better teaching might be enough.  But our children are sinners.  And sinners need a Savior.  So Christian discipline must eventually lead beyond rules and consequences to Jesus Christ.  Tell your children that God's commands are good. Teach them that sin deserves judgment. But also teach them that Christ came for sinners—that He obeyed where we disobey, bore the judgment His people deserved, rose from the dead, and freely receives everyone who comes to Him in faith.  Our children need more than, “Try harder next time.”  They need to hear, “You need Christ.”  And they need fathers who know that they need Him too.

Faithful Fathers, Dependent Fathers
This keeps Christian parenting from collapsing into either anxiety or passivity.  We do not shrug at sin because “kids will be kids.” We discipline. Teach. Correct. Model. Pray. Establish habits. Bring our children into the worshiping life of the church. Use the means God has appointed with diligence and hope.  But we do not imagine that our diligence can manufacture conversion.

We sow.  We water.  God gives the growth.  So fathers, take your responsibility seriously without pretending you are sovereign over the outcome.  Know your children. Correct them faithfully. Ask questions that reach toward the heart. Confess your own sins. Pray for them. Bring them under the Word. Teach them the catechism. Let them hear the gospel again and again.  And when their sin surprises you, remember what Scripture has already told you.
Your child is a sinner.  So are you.  And Christ came to save sinners.

