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Eph 6:1-4  1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2 Honor 

your father and mother which is the first commandment with promise: 3 that 

it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth.  4 And you, 

fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but rather raise them in the 

instruction and discipline of the Lord. 

 

 

An Unenviable Task 

 

 My Dad tells the story about when he was in the Navy and his ship was at liberty in a 

foreign port.  Since he was a preacher’s kid who didn’t drink or frequent houses of ill repute, 

when it was time to leave port, the officers would assign him to the shore patrol to round up 

his drunken shipmates and get them back to the ship.  He tells of when he was in Libya 

rounding up the last few servicemen when a riot broke out.  Even though this was almost 60 

years ago, he says the riot was just like the ones we see broadcasted from the Muslim world 

today, with angry men spitting and chanting.  Now the jeep he rode down in could not carry 

all of them back.  So he and one other sober fellow were given the unenviable task of 

waiting there while the inebriates were shuttled back to the ship.  As the jeep drove away 

he heard orders to 'hold back the crowd'.  So they stood back to back, holding billy clubs, 

and representing the United States until the Navy could get around to sending back the 

jeep. 

 

 Given the passage we're going to look at today, you could perhaps say that I am like 

the sober fellow given an unenviable task.  I'm not saying Creekside is a North African port, 

or you are enraged rioters, or that John or the staff or the other elders are drunken sailors 

or officers or sober fellows.  I'm just saying this passage can be a hard one … because it 

involves fathers and family life, and no one is indifferent to fathers -- proud, resentful, or 

merciful, but not indifferent. 

 

 This Book can save us a lot of trouble.  So I hope today to make God's Word in this 

passage clear, that we might hear His gentle voice, that His Word might accomplish in us 

everything, for His Word is 'a living shield to all who trust Him'.  With all that being said, as 

we go through this passage, when you start feeling that urge to riot -- I ask you to go easy 

on me.  I'm just a sober fellow given an unenviable task. 

 

 

Walking Worthy of the Calling 

 

 We have been going through the book of Ephesians for the past few months, in a 

series entitled 'Identity Theft'.  The short explanation of Ephesians is this:  From Chapters 1 

to 3, we are who we are because of Christ and His salvation - no longer slaves but free - no 

longer tossed by every whim of doctrine and philosophy but now His workmanship - no 

longer strangers or aliens or the walking dead but His beloved sons and daughters who once 
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were lost but now are found.  Therefore, from the following Chapters 4 through 6, there are 

definite ways to live consistent with who we already are in Christ.  Paul states it this way: 

 

Eph 4:1 - I, therefore the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to walk worthy of 

the calling with which you were called, …  

 

 I beseech you, I do not command but rather plead, I beg shamelessly with World 

Series tickets and Chili's gift cards to live in a way that is worthy of the calling.  You'll note 

this is not about salvation, for if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe 

in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.  No, this is about 

walking in worthy manner.  But what is the calling to walk worthy of?  Paul continues. 

 

Eph 4:2 - (I beseech you to walk) … with all lowliness, and gentleness, with 

long-suffering, bearing with one another in love. 

 

 This passage describes our 'calling', not like we might, with a list of vocations (like 

farmer or rapper), or church positions (like elder or pope), or actions (like praying or 

recycling) but rather with a list of characteristics (gentleness, lowliness, patience, and 

forbearance) that describe Christ, what He is like, how He lives, how He relates to us, in 

essence, how He walks.  Apparently for us then 'walking worthy of the calling with which we 

were called' means simply to 'be like Christ'.  Paul states it like this: 

 

Eph 5:1 - Therefore be imitators of Christ, as dear children. 

 

 So given the overall meaning of Ephesians, the point of our passage is perhaps this:  

The way for family life to be worthy of the calling is to be like Christ in our families, 

imitators of Christ with each other.  As Christ has done for you, as Christ has treated you, 

as Christ has spoken to you, and loved you, and cared for you, 'with all lowliness and 

gentleness, with patience and forbearance', so do the same for each other in your family, 

especially you fathers. 

 

 

Called to Be Like Christ 

 

 Let's look at our passage more closely.  Only two groups are addressed in this. 

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, and honor your father and mother.  Fathers, do not 

provoke your children to anger, and raise them in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.  

First a couple of quick comments regarding the commands to children: 

 

 From Eph 6:1, Children, (while you are under your parent's authority) obey your 

parents in the Lord, not because they are right, or when you can tell they are speaking 

God's Word.  No, this passage simply says to obey them, in order to learn obedience, and 

do so in the power of God, for we cannot 'be like Christ' without learning obedience to God.  

And from Eph 6:2-3, (Children to your dying day) honor your father and mother, not 

because they were perfect, and holy, but because God will bless your life. 

 

 There really isn't enough time to cover these commands closely, so for the rest of 

the time I'm going to focus on the commands to fathers in Eph 6:4. 
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And You, Fathers, Raise Your Children  

 

 The main thing to note is the obvious singling out of fathers.  In fact, the passage 

says 'And you, fathers'.  Not parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters, father figures, youth 

pastors, pastor pastors, not neighbors, the church, the state, the Army, a village (no matter 

how famous the author), not teachers, coaches, scoutmasters, or police officers, not anyone 

but You! Fathers raise your children. 

 

 And it is here that the passage can get hard to hear because the command is strictly 

to fathers to raise their children.  What about everyone else?  Doesn't God value mothers?  

How about single mothers?  Isn't God aware of children with absent fathers?  And adoptive 

parents and grandparents, teachers and coaches, isn't He pleased with those who have 

mercy for children, who pour themselves into children, their own and those who are not 

their own? 

 

 The answer is of course God values mothers, of course He defends the fatherless, 

and of course He is pleased with all who are merciful.  For the same Lord and Savior who 

declares 'And You Fathers' also says:  'a father of the fatherless, a defender of widows, is 

God in His holy habitation (Ps 68:5)' and 'blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain 

mercy (Matt 5:7)'.  

 

 And our passage itself mentions parents and mothers and fathers, using different 

Greek words for each, singling out mothers and fathers.  Nothing could be more indicative 

of how foundationally valuable both parents are to God than the fact that God, here, taken 

from the Ten Commandments, commands all people to 'honor your father and mother'. 

 

 

The Serious Business of Representing God 

 

 But there is something determinative about fathers raising their children.  I once was 

at a prison, and asked the men for a show of hands of who had heard from their mothers in 

the past month.  Nearly all raised their hands, showing off their 'I heart Mother' tattoos.  

But when I asked the same question of their fathers, just one man raised his hand. 

 

 It's no secret that the fatherless get into more trouble, that the fatherless are in 

themselves more troubled.  At Fatherhood.org, there are posted studies on this.  For ex-

ample, missing or distant fathers are associated in their children with lower grades, more 

crime, more poverty, a doubled risk of child abuse, a seven-fold increase in teen pregnan-

cies, more ADHD behaviors, more substance abuse, more smoking, more obesity, more 

depression in adulthood, more negative attitudes toward marriage, lower wages as an adult, 

and the list goes on. 

 

 Why fathers are so determinative, I don't know.  Perhaps God has simply hardwired 

into us all, recognition that our earthly fathers represent our Heavenly Father in some way.  

Perhaps whatever explains this also explains why Jesus addresses God as His Father, Abba, 

Dad, and not His Parent or Lord and why He says, "I and My Father are one" and "If you 

had known Me, you would have known My Father also". 
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 Whatever the explanation, the obvious determinative nature of fathers to the well-

being of their children is to me quite frankly sobering.  And if that's not enough, there's this 

passage when the Lord proclaimed of Himself before Moses. 

 

Ex 34:7 - The Lord God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, forgiving 

iniquity, transgression, and sin, clearing the guilty, and visiting the iniquity of 

the fathers upon the children, and the children's' children to the third and 

fourth generation. 

   

 I can do the math.  So to me as a father, our Ephesians passage that singles out 

fathers is not praise but rather a sober warning, not some well-deserved special recognition 

but rather a statement of enormous God-given responsibility.  And when fathers break 

down, when we misrepresent God, our children suffer, a point so obvious as to not need 

elaboration. 

 

 

In The Instruction and Discipline of the Lord 

 

 Next, what does it mean to raise them 'in the instruction and discipline of the Lord'? 

Every commentary I looked at said this means to teach and train our children in the ways of 

God.  The scriptures wholly confirm this meaning.  For example: 

 

Prov 22:6 - Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he 

will not depart from it. 

Prov 29:17 - Correct your son, and he will give you rest. 

Prov 7:1 - (My son) Keep (hold onto) my commands and live … 

 

There is so much said in His Word on how to raise godly children. 

 

 But I would like to look at this command to fathers in another way.  For perhaps it is 

equally true that raising children 'in the instruction and discipline of the Lord' refers not just 

to what fathers should do to raise godly children but also how fathers should walk in order 

to raise them in a godly manner.  Perhaps looked at this way this is really a two part com-

mandment to fathers:  (1) you raise your children and, (2) you, yourself be in the 

instruction and discipline of the Lord, and thereby rightly represent God to your children. 

 

 This turns the command around in a way that is in keeping with the theme of 

Ephesians:  Fathers, given who you are in Christ, since you are sons of the King, since you 

are called to be like Christ in your families, to walk worthy of your calling, in order to fulfill 

your God-given responsibilities, You, Fathers, in the instruction and discipline of the Lord, 

raise your children.  I have a story to illustrate raising children in this kind of instruction and 

discipline of the Lord, as told with my family's permission. 

 

 A few years ago, it seemed that everything I said to my son was some sort of correc-

tion, and everything he did was contrary.  I would say something.  He would be contrary.  I 

would say it again this time with feeling.  He would be contrary with feeling.  I would 

threaten and he would plead injustice.  I was Elmer Fudd and he was Harry Potter -- the 

weak befuddled dad meets the undefeated chosen son.  And down it would go.  But one 
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day, I humbled myself and sought out God's instruction and discipline for me to know the 

right way to correct my son, and I asked My Lord, 'What should I do'?  He said, 'Make him 

The Pledge'.  Immediately I knew what He meant.  It was somehow all there in my mind, 

ready to go, for I had read our passage in Ephesians before.  So I said to him, "I promise 

you from now on to correct to you without raising my voice and to do so with a pleasant 

face, and I would like you to promise to obey me the first time I speak.  But if I raise my 

voice or correct you with a stern face, you have my permission to disobey.' 

 

 That's The Pledge.  And we're happy with each other.  We mostly keep our pledges 

to each other.  I certainly remember mine every day.  I can testify that God knows what 

He's doing.  He instructed and disciplined me, so that I could raise my son in a godly 

manner.  It was the turning point in our relationship. 

 

 You see His commands pertain to our walk and not His outcomes.  He seems more 

concerned with my walk, whether I rightly represent Him as a father, than He is with the 

outcome of my son's disobedience, because God can and will correct disobedience, but only 

I can represent God to my children. 

 

 

Do Not Provoke Your Children to Anger 

 

 When I look back on it, what the Lord instructed my son to do, 'obey the first time' 

was a restatement for him of verse 1 to 'obey your parents'; and what He instructed me to 

do 'soft voice and pleasant face' was simply a restatement for me of first half of verse 4 to 

'not provoke my son'.  To me it was a personal answer to the broader question:  What 

provokes children to anger?  Yet in a broader sense, this is not a hard question.  We all 

remember what has provoked us to anger; it was always rejection - rejection by neglect or 

permissiveness, rejection by favoritism, or by dismissiveness.  But one form of rejection 

stands out - rejection by harshness.  So here is a Bible story. 

 

1Sam 20:30 - Then Saul’s anger was aroused against (his son) Jonathan, and 

he said to him, 'You son of a perverse, rebellious woman!'   

 

King Saul says this because he feels threatened by his son's deep band-of-brothers kinship 

with the captain of the army, David.  Jonathan has been in battle with David, and he knows 

that God has chosen David.  So Saul orders his son to find David in order to do what bad 

kings do and kill him. 

 

1Sam 20:32-34 - And Jonathan answered Saul his father, and said to him, 

'Why should he be killed?  What has he done?'  Then Saul cast a spear at him 

to kill him, by which Jonathan knew that it was determined by his father to 

kill David.  So Jonathan arose from the table in fierce anger, and ate no food 

the second day of the month, for he was grieved for David because his father 

had treated him shamefully. 

 

 As much as anything, harshness provokes anger.  Severity.  Stern discipline.  

Unsatisfiable displeasure.  It wasn't just the spear that caused Jonathan to arise in great 

anger.  In fact I don’t' think Saul really aimed to kill his son.  But this passage says it was 
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what a spear tossed his way meant, that Saul meant to kill David, which is nothing less than 

his father's rejection of his son Jonathan's judgment, of Jonathan's walk with God, and 

ultimately the rejection of Jonathan himself.  I love this painting by Tissot:  The surprise in 

Jonathan's face that his father disapproves of him; the harshness in Saul shown in heaving 

a spear; the closeness of the two together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Throwing a spear is an apt image of harshness.  Harshness involves judgment, fault-

finding, always wrong in some way, always one thing more, never good enough.  I once had 

a high school report card with all A's and one A-, and yet received criticism for that.  There 

is no humility in harshness.  There is little praise.  There is not enough affection.  Harshness 

does not have to involve throwing actual spears, because metaphorical spears will do just 

fine -- criticism, ridicule, and disapproval, disapproval, disapproval, spoken in anger, or 

unspoken through the silent treatment. 

 

 Harshness constitutes the worst kind of rejection, because at its heart is the dis-

approval of who you are.  My grandfather disowned my mother, with a telegram saying 'You 

are no longer my daughter' because she dared to marry someone he did not approve of.  

And she fled as far away from him as possible, halfway around the world, to escape his 

disapproval and marry whom she chose. 

 

 Harshness is the death knell of mutual love.  It is the opposite of grace.  It is without 

mercy.  It is corrosive to the spirit.  It is hopeless.  A harsh father may inspire in his chil-

dren, duty, loyalty, or great respect, but he will not inspire love. 

 

 Harshness destroys any and all relationships, between spouses, friends, in the work 

place, in the church body.  A spirit of criticism is simply toxic.  But when it is from fathers it 

lasts to 'the children's children to the third and fourth generation', for harsh fathers misre-

present God, and thereby plant a generational time-bomb, the lie that our Heavenly Father 

is a harsh hanging judge who is never pleased, a grim old man.  Did you know that Martin 

Luther’s father was so stern that even Luther, the founder of the Protestant Reformation, 

forever had difficulty praying "Our Father," for the word 'father' meant severity? 

 

 No.  We are all sorely mistaken if we think criticism, severity, a stern demeanor, or 

constant disapproval will lead to anything good.  The scriptures say the opposite is true, 

Saul and Jonathan 

James Tissot, 1836-1902 
Jewish Museum, New York 
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that a soft answer turns away wrath, that kindness leads to repentance, that God delights in 

us His children, that there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, that 

the Heavenly Father of prodigal children runs to his lost sons and daughters when he sees 

them far off and holds them and kisses them and calls for the best robes and the family ring 

and a celebration. 

 

 For Christ is never harsh with us.  He calls Himself 'gentle and lowly in heart'.  He 

says His 'yoke is easy and His burden is light'.  He honored Zachaeus and reassured the 

thief on the cross.  He defended the woman who washed his feet with her tears, and 

shamed those who sought to stone the woman caught in adultery.  He instructed self-

righteous Pharisees by day, and reasoned with Nicodemus at night.  He praised Nathanael 

for his honesty, and met Thomas in his doubts.  He marveled at the faith of the centurion, 

and redeemed Paul, the chief of sinners.  He calls us His friends.  He pours out His love in 

our hearts.  He says He would never leave us orphan. 

 

 To us, also chief sinners all, before we've proven anything to Him, He has proven 

Himself kind, gentle, patient, and forbearing, the very antithesis of harshness. 

 

 

All He Needs Is Your Approval  

 

 It comes down to this:  A critical heart kills love.  And so Fathers, we cannot raise 

our children by rejecting who they are through harshness, criticism, disapproval, or any 

other way.  They are our children not our enemies.  And we cannot instead be like Christ, 

gentle and lowly in heart, patient, and forbearing, without humbling ourselves under His 

mighty hand. 

 

 So, more than anything, fathers, we must ourselves be in the instruction and 

discipline of the Lord, so that He might teach us all things, and lead us in the way we should 

go, and come from behind when we stray and say here is the way, walk in it, and reassure 

us of His sovereignty over all of life, so that we might rightly represent Him, and be like 

Christ in our families.  And now one more story about a far from perfect father and his son. 

 

 A couple of years ago at night at a Boy Scout camp, I began to think about how 

raising my son had been going.  A Matthew West song was playing on the van radio that 

sparked a remorse in me that I was 'going through the motions' as a father.  And then I 

realized that my relationship with him was dominated by correction.  Soft-voiced-and-

pleasant-faced as it was, and although it was needed, I realized that that can't be right, for 

my Heavenly Father does not dominate me with correction.  And so I humbled myself again, 

and sought out God for His instruction and discipline to raise my son, asking again 'What 

should I do, Lord?'  And as clear as if you were there speaking to me I heard Him say, 'All 

he really needs is your approval'. 

 

 Fathers, perhaps all our children need from us is our approval.   They aren't mature, 

so we do have to train and correct them, invest our time and attention in them, all the while 

ourselves in the instruction and discipline of the Lord.  And there will be others who will take 

decisive rolls - mothers, in particular.  And fathers, our time on earth isn't guaranteed.  It 

seems fallen soldiers always leave behind little children.  All that is true.  But, in the face of 
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it all, fathers, what they specifically need from us, and cannot obtain any other way, is our 

approval of who they are, the validation that comes from our declaration before heaven and 

earth and especially before them, that we are happy with them as our sons and daughters, 

and we will say so every day we walk this earth for as long we are here. 

 

 For from me, since fathers represent God in our families, my son most needs to 

know that I, his father, approve of him, so that he can know the approval of His Heavenly 

Father all the days of his life.  Perhaps then my son will be able to trust His God and say: 

 

Ps 89:26 - You are my Father, my God, and the rock of my salvation. 

 

 

Grace Is The Real Last Word 

 

 So a last comment.  Whether we've measured up or not as fathers is not the last 

word.  And whether your father failed you or blessed you is not the last word.  And whether 

we've provoked or been provoked is not the last word.  And whether we've gained or lost 

those we were meant to love is also not the last word.  For we all have a Heavenly Father 

and He always has one last word:  Grace. 

 

 Let me explain what that means with a story about our Heavenly Father told by 

Jesus.  He didn't say our Heavenly Father is a hanging judge, or a prosecutor, or stern 

lecturer, or a grim old man who suffers fools.  Rather Jesus says our Heavenly Father is like 

the man whose son disgraced his family and left home to squander a third of his family's 

wealth, who one day, when the man saw far down the road his son returning home, he ran 

to him, and embraced him, and kissed him, and called for the best robe and the family ring 

and a celebration, and declared, 'this my son was dead and is alive again, my son was lost 

but now is found'. 

 

 When we turn to Him just the little bit, our Heavenly Father runs to us and forgives 

us of every sin; a little step His way, and He removes all condemnation; a small change of 

heart, and He cancels all our guilt; an imperceptible shift of trust toward Him, and He heals 

all our afflictions.  By Jesus' blood He makes us whole and righteous in His sight.  We are no 

longer strangers or aliens or the walking dead but His beloved sons and daughters, who 

once were lost but now are found.  His Grace is the final word. 

 

 So if you are Lost, if you don't know what it is like to be loved by a perfect Father, 

you can take the first small step on the road back toward Him, saying, "Father, I've lost my 

way, please come to me", and He will run to you. 

 

 If you are Sober, if you aren't sure you love your children the right way, you can ask 

Him for His wisdom, saying, "Father, what should I do", and He will instruct and discipline 

you so you can be more like Christ. 

 

 If you are Sorrowful, if you're filled with regret over your failures, you can ask Him 

for His help, saying, "Father, please take away this sorrow", and He will show you a way 

out, declare you are still His beloved son, and say He loves your children more. 
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 If you are Hurt, if you're in bitterness toward those who should have loved you, you 

can ask Him for His restoration, saying, "Father, please heal my broken heart", and He will 

weep with you, and lead you to mercy and forgiveness, and repair your losses.    

 

 In all things, to all people, His Grace is the final word.  As Jesus once said, 'My grace 

is sufficient for you."  Thank You, Father, for everything.  And thank you all for not rioting 

today.  Have a great Sunday. 


