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Children & Parents 
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We move on this morning to the second of the areas in which Paul has some practical – and very direct – 

instruction for the new believers in the young churches around the eastern Mediterranean area.  

Remember that Paul has written this letter from his situation of house arrest in Rome to encourage and 

inspire the people meeting in the churches that were springing up in the area around Ephesus and, having 

set out what it is that the followers of Jesus believe, he has now turned to showing them how their new-

found faith is to be lived out in the ordinary situations of everyday life.  Believing in Jesus needs to make 

a difference – an obvious difference – and the Christian community is to be distinctive in a culture that is, 

in many ways, far from what God wants it to be.  Last week we looked at how our discipleship should 

make a difference in the relationship between husbands and wives and this week we turn to the 

relationship between parents and children. 

 

In this short passage we see Paul sets out very clearly what should be the situation in the Christian home 

with a couple of very direct instructions.  It’s interesting that he addresses children directly in these verses 

as it obviously assumes that children would be part of the worshipping community.  As Paul’s colleague 

Tychicus read out this letter at the weekly worship, so there would have been children there listening to 

what he had to say and Paul clearly expects that they will be listening.  This is more advice on being 

distinctive and it was advice that is necessary today in our culture where much of what we see around us 

is disintegrating and dysfunctional as it was in Paul’s day.  If you look at the commentaries that have been 

written on these verses, you’ll very often see that the commentators are bemoaning the state of society 

and particularly the behaviour of young people, no matter when the commentary was written!  Paul is 

offering advice on a perennial problem. 

 

Notice, too, that he is once again insistent that this should all be done “in the Lord”.  This is a part of our 

Christian responsibility, it is something that needs to be seen as part of our witness – that’s the distinctive 

bit – and our worship, our response to what God has already done for us.  In that sense it is something that 

affects all who are Christians: it’s not a one-sided set of instructions.  There is a mutuality here as there 

was with the instructions to husbands and wives.  Both children and parents are told how they are to 

behave towards each other. 

 

Firstly, Paul says, children should “obey your parents”.  In recent decades this has been part of the 

battleground over authority and independence and how children should be brought up.  Should children 

unquestioningly obey their parents – if they are there – or should they be allowed to discover their own 

ways of behaving and interacting?  Well, Paul gives three ground here for his injunction. 



 

Firstly, from nature.  He simply says “for this is right”.  This is what we take for granted, that children 

will obey.  For Paul it just makes sense.  Parents have, by and large, the experience and the wisdom to be 

able to tell their children what is right.  John Stott, in his writing about this passage says, “Virtually all 

civilisations have regarded the recognition of parental authority as indispensable to a stable society”.  

There needs to be some kind of moral compass by which children navigate their passage through life and 

parents provide that.  Take it away and you are left with the kind of situation William Golding portrays in 

Lord of the Flies – anarchy and barbarity.  It was very fashionable in education in the 1960s and 1970s to 

suggest that children, left to their own devices, would create a society of equality and tolerance.  Anyone 

who has had to read books such as Risinghill: Death of a Comprehensive will be aware of just how much 

rubbish that is.  Children need guidance and need to take it seriously. 

 

Secondly, Paul argues from the law.  The majority of those who would have listened to this letter when it 

was first read would have been from a Jewish background, so Paul appeals to their law, to the Ten 

Commandments.  He quotes the fifth commandment, then says something that scholars continue to argue 

over today – “which is the first commandment with a promise”.  In fact, it’s the only commandment with 

a promise!  But Paul is saying that, as this is one of the Ten Commandments, it is a priority for followers 

of Jesus.  This is God’s will and is part of what he has set out as the guidelines for a successful and 

harmonious society – which is what the Commandments are.  For a Jewish believer, then, there would be 

no argument – God has said it, so we must do it. 

 

But the third argument builds on that, and particularly on that rather ambiguous reference to a promise.  

Paul is arguing from the gospel.  God does not ask us to keep to arbitrary laws just because he says so.  

His laws are just and loving so that people get the very best out of the life he has given them and the 

world he has created.  Obey your parents because it will do you good, is what Paul is saying here.  God 

wants the best for you so follow his ways.  And we do see that in our own society.  If you start going 

against what God has said, then things will go wrong.  If children don’t obey their parents, society begins 

to break down – there is no authority; everyone does as he or she pleases.  It ends up as every person for 

themselves – a long way away from the words which introduce this whole section, “submit to one 

another out of reverence for Christ”. 

 

But as with the relationship between a husband and wife, which Paul writes about in the verses preceding 

this passage, there is a mutuality.  This is not a demand for blind and unthinking obedience to a remote 

and authoritarian figure, the kind of thing that was demanded of a child in a Victorian family, for 

example.  This is to be done in the context of a loving and caring home.  Fathers – and, I would suggest, 

mothers – have a positive part to play in all this and are to think carefully about their role.  In Paul’s day 



this would have been very counter-cultural.  In Roman law there was a concept known as “patria 

potestas” – the power of the father.  And that power was absolute.  A father could do absolutely as he 

wished with his child, from rejecting it at birth to selling it into slavery or even having it killed for any 

offence.  It has to be said, few fathers actually did exercise that supreme authority, although there are 

letters and writing in which fathers instruct their wives to dispose of babies who were female or deformed 

or simply surplus to requirements, and examples of fathers subjecting their children to all kinds of 

degradation.  Yes, it does still happen, you may say, but it’s not sanctioned by the law.  So what Paul has 

to say here goes against the general attitude that was prevalent in the first century. 

 

Rather, Paul advises compassion and generosity.  Don’t do stuff that will “exasperate” your children.  

Think about what you’re doing, about your attitude to them.  Recognise them as fellow human beings and 

treat them as such.  Again, there is an appeal to the Lord – this is part of your Christian duty.  And part of 

the reason for it is so that they, too, will be brought up as believers.  John Stott again: “The overriding 

concern of Christian parents is not just that their children will submit to their authority, but that through 

this they will come to know and obey the Lord”.  It’s not just about getting them to do what you want 

them to, but about seeing why they are to do it and, through that, seeing something of God’s plans for 

them in life.  The New English Bible translates this verse as “give them the instruction and the correction 

which belong to a Christian upbringing”. 

 

Now, the fact that this was being read out in the meeting of the gathered community for worship seems to 

me to imply that this was something the whole community could be involved in.  The final responsibility 

for all this, of course, lies with the parents, but the whole church is to be involved in this – in helping out 

when things are going badly, in offering (humbly!) advice and encouragement, in providing good role 

models and examples for the children to follow.  I am so grateful that my children have grown up as they 

have, and I have no hesitation at all in putting much of that down to the encouragement, prayers and 

support that they received here in this church.  As the title of this series reminds us, we are all in this 

together.  Pray for our children and young people, talk to them and treat them as fellow human beings – 

and, as much as anything else, encourage and pray for their parents. 

 

And parents, try to enjoy it.  It’s not always easy, but you have been granted a great privilege as well as a 

great responsibility.  Be thankful to God and show all the love that you can to your children.  This 

community needs to stand out as a place where children are valued and parents are recognised for the 

great work they do.  Let me close with a quotation from Richard Coekin’s comments on these verses: 

“Perhaps the best antidote to exasperating our children, whether difficult toddlers or grumpy teenagers, 

is consciously to enjoy them as precious gifts from God – to recall that we were all kids once and to 

remember how patient our heavenly Father has been with us when we were defiant and grumpy!” 
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Questions for reflection and discussion 
 

1) “Children, obey your parents”.  Is this an absolute command or are there circumstances where they 
should not? 

 
2) Why do you think there is a promise with this commandment? 
 
3) What do you understand by “exasperate” ? 
 
4) What are your suggestions for bringing children up “in the training and instruction of the Lord”?  

Can’t we just leave it to the church? 



 
5) What part does the church have to play in all this? 


