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Good'’

We tend to hold very strong views
about parental discipline, and those
views are often rooted in our experi-
ence. Perhaps we experienced physical
abuse or something that we think is
close to it, or perhaps we never expe-
rienced physical discipline at all. (I'm
the second of seven children, reared
for most of my life by loving Christian
parents, and my parents did not abuse
me. That certainly influences how I
approach the issue.) Perhaps we grew
up in a church environment that was
extremely strict about enforcing guide-
lines but very weak on applying the
gospel to every aspect of parenting.

In any case, it seems like we tend to
react strongly to our experience. And
since one person’s experiences never
completely match another’s, there is
simply no way to approach this sub-
ject in a way that seems completely
“balanced” to everyone because we
have such a wide range of perspec-
tives. Because of those different per-
spectives, people may disagree on

what aspects of parental discipline we

should emphasize. Our life-experiences strongly influ-
ence how we approach the issue and what we emphasize
to correct what we perceive as prevalent errors in our
various contexts.

To further complicate things: (1) I'm only thirty-
two years old. (2) Jenni and I have been married for only
cight years (almost). (3) We have only three children,
and they’re all young: one turns four this week; one is
fourteen months old; and we have a C-section sched-
uled for the third child in four weeks. One of my chil-
dren hasn’t even breathed oxygen yet.

This novice position puts me at some disadvantage.
It’s like asking a young soldier on active duty to address
a group about how to excel in the military when that
group includes fellow soldiers and some military vet-
erans. My friend Mike Wittmer joked with me, “It’s
probably important to preach this now, before you have
teenagers, because I hear that then we’ll be too embar-
rassed to give parenting counsel.”

Those who are older generally have a more mature
and wise perspective. So I want to acknowledge upfront
that I have a lot of maturing to do and a lot of wisdom to
gain. So I don’t plan to draw primarily on my relatively
limited reserve of knowledge and wisdom from life-
experiences. I'm not sprinkling this article with illustra-
tions about my own children!

Instead I'm going to draw on the wisdom of other



mature Christians (some of whom I'll quote) and focus
on explaining some writings that some very wise people
wrote two or three thousand years ago. But these writ-
ings don’t have authority from their antiquity or because
the human authors were so wise; they have authority
because God himself breathed the words.? So by God’s
grace I herald and proclaim these words, and that’s
where my authority primarily lies—in the text, not my
experience. What then does God’s Word teach about

parental discipline?

1. SEVEN PROPOSITIONS ABOUT
DISCIPLINE FROM HEBREWS 12:4-11

Let’s begin by looking at one of the foundational pas-
sages related to parental discipline in the NT: Hebrews
12:4-11. The context is that the author is addressing
Christians who are suffering. Note the repetition of the
word “discipline”; it occurs at least once in every verse

except the first one:

*In your struggle against sin, you have not yet
resisted to the point of shedding your blood. > And
have you completely forgotten this word of encour-
agement that addresses you as a father addresses
his son? It says, “My son, do not make light of the
Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when he
rebukes you, ®because the Lord disciplines the
one he loves, and he chastens everyone he accepts
as his son.” (Prov 3:11-12)” Endure hardship as
discipline; God is treating you as his children. For
what children are not disciplined by their father?
81f you are not disciplined—and everyone under-
goes discipline—then you are not legitimate, not
true sons and daughters at all. > Moreover, we have
all had human fathers who disciplined us and we
respected them for it. How much more should
we submit to the Father of spirits and live! ' They
disciplined us for a little while as they thought
best; but God disciplines us for our good, in order
that we may share in his holiness. ' No discipline
seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on,
however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and

peace for those who have been trained by it.?

What does this passage teach about parental disci-
pline? We can derive at least seven propositions about

parental discipline from this text:

Proposition 1. God disciplines his children (Heb
12:5-7, 10).

This passage distinguishes two categories of people:
those who are God’s children and those who are not.*

God’s children are his people, that is, believers. And the
text says that God disciplines his children:

My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline,
and do not lose heart when he rebukes you,
®because the Lord disciplines the one he loves,
and he chastens everyone he accepts as his son.”
[Prov 3:11-12]

7Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating

you as his children. ... "*God disciplines us.. . ...

The text explicitly asserts that God disciplines
his children.

But what does discipline mean? According to the
standard Greek dictionary of the NT and other carly
Christian literature (BDAG),’ the noun translated “dis-
cipline” (moudeia, paideia: vv. 5,7, 8, 11) means “the act
of providing guidance for responsible living, upbringing,
training, instruction . . . chiefly as it is attained by disci-
pline, correction”

The verb “discipline” (maudedw, paideusd: vv. 6,7, 10)
means “to assist in the development of a person’s ability
to make appropriate choices, practice discipline” It has
two subsets: (a) “correct, give guidance” and (b) “disci-
pline w. punishment” (BDAG). This passage focuses on
“discipline with punishment”—the kind that is initially
unpleasant and painful (v. 11).

Sometimes people use the term “punishment” syn-
onymously with “discipline.” What is important is to
distinguish these two concepts since the words can over-

lap based on how people use them:

Discipline is corrective; it seeks to accomplish a
change in the one being disciplined. Punishment
is meted out in the simple interests of justice. In

bringing up children, parents should be disciplin-
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ing them. In hanging a murderer, the civil magis-

trate is not disciplining—he is punishing.®
So God disciplines his children. But which ones?

Proposition 2. God disciplines all his children (Heb
12:6, 8).

6... he chastens everyone he accepts as hisson.” . ...
8If you are not disciplined—and everyone under-
goes discipline—then you are not legitimate, not

true sons and daughters at all.

So God disciplines a// his children. But does he dis-

cipline others?

Proposition 3. God disciplines only his children
(Heb 12:6-8).

®because the Lord disciplines the one he loves,
and he chastens everyone he accepts as his son.”
[Prov 3:11-12]

"Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating
you as his children. For what children are not
disciplined by their father? *If you are not dis-
ciplined—and everyone undergoes discipline—
then you are not legitimate, not true sons and

daughters at all.

God’s discipline demonstrates that he loves you and
that you are his child. It’s evidence that you are his child.
Discipline is not bad. It’s good. It’s actually a very bad
sign if discipline is absent because it means that love is
absent. God disciplines his children because he loves
them.

Humans are made in God’s image, and he treats his
human children with dignity, compassion, and tender-
ness. And he disciplines them. That is not a contradic-
tion. His discipline displays his love.

So God disciplines only his children. But what’s the

point of his discipline?

Proposition 4. Discipline is training: God disciplines
his children for their good (Heb 12:10-11).

"*They disciplined us for a little while as they
thought best; but God disciplines us for our
good, in order that we may share in his holi-
ness. "' No discipline seems pleasant at the time,
but painful. Later on, however, it produces a har-
vest of righteousness and peace for those who

have been trained by it [i.e., discipline].

Discipline trains us to be righteous. Discipline is not
an end in itself. It z7ains us for a specific end: “for our
good, in order that we may share in his holiness” (v. 10).

Gods discipline is not sadistic, nor is he lashing out
in unrighteous anger, frustration, or revenge. He dis-
ciplines with a long-term view for our well-being. His
discipline is a means for us to become holy, righteous,
and peaceful.

So discipline is training. It’s important to remember
this because it’s easy to forget when we are experiencing

it. How does discipline feel?

Proposition 5. Discipline seems unpleasant and pain-
ful (Heb 12:11).

"No discipline seems’ pleasant at the time,

but painful. ...

If it doesn’t seem unpleasant, then it’s not discipline.
If it doesn’t seem painful, then it’s not discipline.

I should probably say, “If it doesn’t seem unpleasant
and painful, then it’s not #his kind of discipline.” The
Hebrew and Greek words for discipline have a range
of meaning. Sometimes they refer merely to teaching,
exhorting, or warning and not necessarily to physi-
cal discipline or chastening. Teaching, exhorting, and
warning are not always unpleasant (though they can be),
nor are they always painful (though they can be). But
since v. 11 says that discipline a/ways seems unpleasant
and painful, it must be referring specifically to corrective
discipline—the kind that is unpleasant and painful. Try
using the other common renderings for this Greek word
for discipline (madeia, paideia) here, and they don’t
work. For example: “No instruction seems pleasant at
the time, but painful” That doesn’t work because some

instruction isn’t unpleasant or painful. In the context



of human parents and their children, what kind of dis-
cipline always seems unpleasant and painful? Physical
discipline stands out most obviously.

The text compares how God disciplines his children
to how parents physically discipline their children (cf.
proposition 7 below). The second half of v. 6 says that
God “chastens everyone he accepts as his son.” The verb
“chastens” (paotrydw, mastigod) has two basic mean-
ings: (1) “to beat with a whip or lash, whip, flog, scourge”
and (2) “to punish with discipline in mind, punish, chas-
tise” (BDAG). It’s the same word that the four Gospels
use to describe the Romans’s flogging Jesus prior to his
crucifixion (the first of the two meanings). And this
text says that God chastens his children! God chastises
his children with discipline that always seems unpleas-
ant and painful. In context, the manner of discipline
that the Hebrews have experienced includes physical
suffering such as persecution and imprisonment (Heb
10:32-34).

So discipline seems unpleasant and painful. Experi-
encing it is not like opening birthday presents or eating

ice cream; you don’t have to endure that:

Proposition 6. God’s children should endure God’s
discipline (Heb 12:5,7,9).

This is the burden of the passage in context:®

My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline,
and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, ... ..
’Endure hardship’ as discipline; God is treating
you as his children. For what children are not dis-
ciplined by their father? . .. * Moreover, we have
all had human fathers who disciplined us and we
respected them for it. How much more should

we submit to the Father of spirits and live!

We can lose sight of this. In the midst of God’s
discipline, we may be tempted to “make light of the
Lord’s discipline” or “lose heart” (v. 5). But the author
of Hebrews calls this reminder to endure a “word of
encouragement” (v. 5).

So God’s children should endure God’s discipline.
What do these first six propositions have to do with

human parents and their children?

Proposition 7. God’s disciplining his children com-
pares to human parents’ disciplining their children

(Heb 12:5,7-10).

> And have you completely forgotten this word
of encouragement that addresses you as a father
addresses his son?. ..

7Endure hardship as discipline; God is treat-
ing you as his children. For what children are
not disciplined by their father? ®If you are
not disciplined—and everyone undergoes dis-
cipline—then you are not legitimate, not true
sons and daughters at all. > Moreover, we have
all had human fathers who disciplined us and
we respected them for it. How much more
should we submit to the Father of spirits and
live! ** They disciplined us for a little while as
they thought best; but God disciplines us for our

good, in order that we may share in his holiness.

This passage assumes that parents who love their
children discipline their children. God himself dis-
ciplines his children, so disciplining your children is
godly. It is good and right.

These seven propositions (especially the last one)
raise an important question: What exactly does it look
like when parents discipline their children? Verses 5-6
quote Proverbs 3:11-12, so this passage directly con-
nects us to the book of Proverbs. The author of Hebrews
assumes that the principles of Proverbs still apply to
Christians. The Proverbs are good wisdom for God’s
people today. So let’s trace that thread back to Proverbs
to see what it teaches about training our children for

their good.

2. LEVELS OF DISCIPLINE IN THE BOOK
OF PROVERBS

I'm borrowing in this section from Paul Wegner,
professor of Old Testament at Phoenix Seminary.'
Wegner memorably systematizes what the book of Prov-
erbs teaches about parental discipline. He argues that
there are four levels of discipline in the Book of Prov-
erbs: three levels for parents and one for government:*!

We should spend most of our time in level 1 (teach),
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PRINCIPLES OF DISCIPLINE BIBLICAL REFERENCES

Level 1: Teaching the Guidelines

Principle 1: Teach Appropri- Proverbs 1:8-9; 2:1-22; 3:1-35;

ate Behavior 4:1-13; 6:20-26; 7:1-5; 8:1-36;
23:24-25

Principle 2: Inform of Proverbs 1:10-19; 4:14-27; 6:1-19;

Improper Behavior 7:6-21;9:13-18; 22:24-25; 23:26-
28

Principle 3: Explain the Nega- | Proverbs 1:10-33; 5:1-23; 6:26-
tive Consequences of Disobe- | 35;7:22-27; 9:17-18; 10:1; 13:18;
dience 14:14; 16:18, 26; 17:20; 18:13;
23:10-12; 24:17-20

Level 2: Reiterating the Guidelines

Principle: Give Appropriate Proverbs 1:7, 15, 19, 22, 28,
Warnings 31-33; 2:11-19, 22; 3:7, 11; 4:2,
5-6, 14-19, 23-27; 5:3-16, 21-23;
6:1-5, 9-15, 25-35; 7:24-27; 8:33-
36; 9:13-18; 10:1-24:34; 26:17-
29:27; 31:29

Level 3: Enforcing the Guidelines

Principle 1: A Reprimand with | Proverbs 1:8; 3:12; 4:1-2, 10-27;
Non-Corporal Punishment 5:1-2; 6:1-5, 20-35; 7:1-5, 24-27,
23:22-23;24:24-25; 25:12; 27:5-6;
28:23

Principle 2: A Reprimand with | Proverbs 13:24; 19:18; 23:13-14;
Non-Abusive Corporal Punish- | 29:15
ment

BEYOND A PARENT’S RESPONSIBILITY g\@@\l
A

Level 4: Government’s Role in Discipline \N ~

Principle: Continued Dis- Proverbs 10:31; 20:30

obedience May Bring Severe
Punishment

[You will notice that Level 4 discipline falls outside the parent’s
responsibility, and we will look at this level later in the book. Even in
Israel certain forms of punishment were not administered by parents
(see Deuteronomy 21:18-21).]

— INCREASING SEVERITY —




less time in level 2 (warn), and as little as possible in
level 3 (enforce). The severity increases from teaching to
warning to enforcing.

For example, here’s how this might play out if you are

in the grocery store parking lot with your three-year-old:

1. You may feach your child by saying, “Please
hold Mommy’s hand while we walk into the store.
This is a parking lot with lots of moving cars, and
I want you to stay safe.”

2. If you feel their little hand tugging out of yours,
you may warn your child by saying, “Do you see
that car? You could get very hurt if you do not
hold onto my hand. Please hold my hand, or if
you choose to disobey, [fill in the blank].”

3. If your child pulls their hand out of yours and
darts through the parking lot, you may enforce
your guideline by saying, “You did not obey
Mommy. You pulled your hand out of mine and

ran in the parking lot. So since you chose to dis-

obey, [fill in the blank]”

As time goes by there should be more teaching and
less enforcing. The early years require a shorter distance
from levels 1 to 3 (i.e., from teaching to enforcing),
often getting to level 3 regularly. Parents may tend to
warn, warn, warn, and rarely enforce. They may repeat-
edly say, “If you do that again, then [fill in the blank]”

But these often become vain threats with no real sting.
Level 1. Teach

Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction
and do not forsake your mother’s teaching.
They are a garland to grace your head

and a chain to adorn your neck. (Prov 1:8-9)

Parents must clearly explain to their children what
they expect from their children. This takes so many forms,
and it happens in every venue of life as parents spend time

with their children (cf. Deut 6:6-9). Parents should . ...

« Talk about the gospel and how it applies to all

areas of life

« Teach values by modeling for their children
what they expect from their children

« State rules to their children

« Explain those rules

« Encourage and affirm their children

« Explain improper behavior in neutral contexts

« Connect sin with its consequences so that

children see sin’s long-term effects
Level 2. Warn

Warning can save a person from danger:

Wisdom will save you from the ways of wicked men....
Wisdom will save you also from the adulterous
woman ... . (Prov2:12a, 16a)

God is patient and kind with us, and we should be
patient and kind with our children. We need God’s wis-
dom to know when to warn instead of enforce. When
we warn, we clearly tell our children what will happen
if they do not heed our warning. We warn about both
short-term and long-term consequences. Short-term
consequences include how we will enforce our guide-

lines if they break them.

Level 3. Enforce
Wise parents are concerned primarily about their

children’s heart, not their external obedience:

Above all else, guard your heart,

for everything you do flows from it. (Prov 4:23)

We don’t want children who are merely externally
compliant like good Pharisees or like the older brother
in the parable of the prodigal son.'? But external dis-
obedience evidences heart problems. They are an
opportunity to deal with heart issues. And when chil-
dren disobey their parents, parents need God’s wisdom
regarding how to enforce their guidelines.

This may involve verbally rebuking our children,"
revoking privileges, and sometimes physical discipline (e.g.,
“spanking”). The main idea here in Proverbs (especially in
four passages that mention “the rod”) is “that temporary

punishment is better than allowing wickedness or evil to
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run wild and lead to more serious punishment”*

An increasing number of Christians reject physical
discipline (or “spanking”) as one of the means of dis-
ciplining children. Some argue very passionately that
it is wrong for a parent ever to spank their child."” This
view is growing in popularity and influence.!® Promi-
nent books and blogs that argue against spanking raise

at least five questions:"’

Question 1. Does “the rod” represent discipline
but exclude physical discipline (Prov 13:24; 22:15;
23:13-14;29:15)?

Some Christians answer yes: Some argue that there’s
adifference between “z rod” and “she rod.” For example,
Proverbs 13:24 says, “Whoever spares the rod hates their
children.” “A rod,” some argue, refers to physical dis-
cipline, but “the rod” is a metaphor for discipline that
excludes physical discipline.'®

Response: Distinguishing between “a rod” and “the
rod” like that demonstrates a really poor grasp of how
Hebrew grammar works. It’s a grammatical fallacy.”

Some argue that rod means in Proverbs what it does
in Psalm 23: “your rod and your staff, they comfort me”
(Ps 23:4b). So if the rod is comforting, they argue, how
can it be a tool for uncomfortable physical discipline?

In reply, I'll quote an anti-spanking proponent named
William Webb, who recently wrote an entire book against

spanking. Here’s what he says about that argument:

I have to chuckle at some anti-spanking rhetoric
by Christians who think that the “child and rod”
proverbs in the Bible do not involve physical beat-
ings at all. This popular notion among many lay
Christians connects the “rod” of the child-discipline
texts in Proverbs not with an instrument for beating
children but with an instrument for shepherding
a flock of sheep. As the argument goes, a shepherd
does not hit the sheep with his rod but rather guides
them gently along on the path that they should
take. Such shepherding rod interpretations of the
discipline texts of Proverbs amount to a lexical
fallacy known as illegitimate totality transfer.’
These anti-spankers wrongly drag material from

one context [i.e., Ps 23] into another [i.c., “the

rod” passages in Proverbs] just because they share
the same word. Furthermore, this shepherd’s
rod interpretation conveniently forgets that the
Hebrew word beat or hit (nakab) often goes along
with the word rod in the discipline proverbs—an
example of this combination is found in Proverbs
23:13-14. So the hitting or striking function of
the rod within the corporal discipline passages
is explicit and is different from the shepherding
passages. Pro-spanking scholars rightly argue that
the rod is an instrument used in bodily discipline

to hit the child.?!

I disapprove of the rhetoric “beat” and “hit.” But my
point in quoting Webb is that he rightly acknowledges
that the rod is a means of physical discipline. Webb con-
cedes that point, but he goes on to argue that we should
follow the Bibles trajectory and move beyond the Bible
to a better ethic that excludes physical discipline.”* So
Webb agrees with pro-spanking scholars that the rod is
“probably a wooden stick of some sort” that parents use
“to strike a child.”?

OT scholars whose works I've studied unanimously
agree that the four passages in Proverbs that mention
“the rod” at least inc/ude physical discipline. Wegner, for
example, says that the rod “undoubtedly suggests some
type of corporal punishment.”” The rod may be able
to refer to multiple levels of discipline, but it certainly
includes physical discipline (the kind that Heb 12:11
says seems unpleasant and painful).” So it’s wrong to
argue that the rod excludes physical discipline.

Let’s look briefly at the four passages in Proverbs

that mention “the rod”:

Proverbs 13:24
Whoever spares the rod hates their children,
but the one who loves their children is careful to

discipline them.

So parents who love their children discipline them
using “the rod.” Bruce Waltke, an OT scholar who has
authored perhaps the finest commentary available on
Proverbs, notes that this proverb makes some assump-

tions: “[1] that folly is bound up in the heart of the child



(22:15; cf. Gen. 8:21). ... [2] ‘that it will take more
than just words to dislodge it’ [Kidner].”* One pastor

shrewdly observes,

In order to have a garden full of weeds, it is not
necessary to do anything. One must just let it
go. And in order to have a home full of grief, it
is not necessary to do anything cither. Just let it
go. ... A man who does not spank his son hates
his son. This does not mean that he is filled with
emotional revulsion for his son. It means that the
lack of discipline has a destructive impact on the
future course of that son’s life. A parental refusal

to discipline is therefore an act of hatred.”

That may overstate the case a bit, but it’s generally
true. Perhaps we should say, “Parents who do not dis-
cipline their child hate their child.” Most children need
physical discipline at some point, but that doesn’t mean
that all do. Parents who have an unusually gentle and
conscientious child who responds well to non-physical
discipline shouldn’t feel guilty for not spanking them.
It’s feasible that some children never or extremely rarely
require any physical discipline because they are so exter-
nally compliant.?® But the point is that properly admin-

istering physical discipline demonstrates love.

Proverbs 22:15
Folly is bound up in the heart of a child,

but the rod of discipline will drive it far away.

So “the rod” is a means to remove folly from your
children. Our children are depraved, so we shouldn’t
be surprised when they are bent on having their own
way. Painful methods of discipline are a God-ordained
means to train children for their good.

In 1984, when D. A. Carson was thirty-eight years
old, he wrote an article called “Growing up a ‘PK”” (PK
= pastor’s kid). He reflected on twelve features in his
upbringing that shaped him, and one of those features

was physical discipline:

Certain things evoked sure and certain punish-

ment. One was willful disobedience; another was

sass. No surer way of bringing down the doom
of Dad on our heads could be found than by
sassing Mom. One of the spankings I received,
however, and certainly one of those I remember
most vividly, was for neither disobedience nor
cheek, but for a whining, complaining attitude
that had soured a two-hour journey for the entire
family. I was perhaps eight or nine at the time,
and it did me a great deal of good. I learned that
endless complaining and whining were not only
offensive to others but were likely to prove pain-
ful to me, and that my parents would not tol-
erate such behavior in their children. Yet their
regime, though firm, was certainly not harsh or
nasty. And sometimes my parents, especially my
mother, would take some pains to explain exactly
why I was being punished, inevitably working in

something about her love for me.”

“The rod” is a means to remove folly from

your children.

Proverbs 23:13-14

Do not withhold discipline from a child;

if you punish them with the rod, they will not die.
Punish them with the rod

and save them from death.

So “the rod” is a means for saving children from

death. Bruce Waltke explains and then cautions,

Severe discipline is not cruel, but to withhold it
from callous youth is. . . . However, the cleansing
rod must be applied with the warmth, affection and
respect for the youth. Warmth and affection, not
steely discipline, characterize the father’s lectures (cf.

4:1-9). Parents who brutalize their children cannot
hide behind the rod-doctrine of Proverbs.*

Proverbs 29:15
A rod and a reprimand impart wisdom,

but a child left undisciplined disgraces its mother.

“The rod” is a means for parents to impart wisdom
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to their children and avoid disgrace.

So “the rod” includes physical discipline. But. ..

Question 2. Is spanking a form of physical and psy-
chological child abuse?

Some Christians answer yes: Spanking physically and
psychologically damages children. Beating or hitting your
children is cruel, unloving, and undignified. It's abusive.

Response: First, note the rhetoric: sometimes people
who oppose physical discipline refer to it as “beating” or
“hitting” or “hurting” rather than “physical discipline”
or “spanking” or “painful methods of discipline.” That is
a common rhetorical move that slants the discussion. It’s
known as “spin” or “bias” in news stories.

The English word “hit” is a broad term that can
include a civil magistrate striking a criminal, two people
fighting each other, or a parent disciplining a child. But
the actions are very different because of who is striking
whom, how they are striking, and what is motivating the
striking. The civil magistrate may be satisfying justice;
two men fighting may be motivated by hatred, jealousy,
or self-defense (to give just a few examples); and a parent
properly disciplining a child is motivated by Jove. To
call parental physical discipline “hitting” is a rhetorical
move because the word “hit” has an overwhelmingly
negative connotation.

Of course, we oppose beating or hitting our chil-
dren. Unfortunately, some people equate physical
discipline with abusive tactics like punching, back-
handing, striking on the face, kicking, pushing, and
public shaming. That is not what we mean by physi-
cal discipline. That is abusive. That is sin. That is
heinous sin. And the last thing I want is for an abu-
sive parent to think that this article justifies their
abuse. This is a really difficult path to tread because
many abusive parents do not think of themselves as
abusive and think that they are giving appropriate
physical discipline.

So yes, spanking is sometimes a form of child abuse,
but it is not always a form of child abuse. Because we
are depraved, we can abuse 47y form of discipline. Non-
physical discipline can be abusive, and physical discipline
can be abusive. But that doesn’t mean that non-physical

discipline or physical discipline are always abusive.

Wegner clarifies,

There is never any reason or justiﬁcation for caus-
ing physical harm or danger to a child, even when
spanking. . .. The [ultimate] goal of spanking is
not to induce pain, but to teach the child that
his or her behavior has crossed a boundary line.
It is used only when the child has not responded

appropriately to lower levels of discipline.!

Our own government recognizes this difference
between “child abuse” and “corporal punishment or
physical discipline.”*

A friend of mine adopted two sons from Ethiopia.
One was physically abused—beaten—before my friend
adopted him. This five-year-old child recently told his
new daddy about how he used to be beaten, and my
friend responded with great concern: “So when I spank
you,” he began—but the child cut him off as his eyes got
big with equally great concern: “Oh, no, daddy! That’s
different. You do that because you love me.”

When parents administer physical discipline prop-
erly (e.g., not in unrighteous anger), it shows that they
love their children; it’s a means of removing folly from
them, and it imparts wisdom. At times it is spiritually
abusive 7ot to physically discipline your children.

So, yes, some parents who use physical discipline
practice it sinfully. But is that a reason for reject-
ing it altogether? That would be like arguing that we
shouldn’t have preachers because some preachers sin-
fully abuse listeners by mishandling the text and manip-
ulating the audience. That would be like arguing that
we shouldn’t distinguish between the complementary
roles of husbands and wives (where husbands lovingly
lead and wives submit) because some husbands sinfully
abuse their wives with authoritarianism rather than
sacrificially serving. Often people who strongly oppose
spanking are reacting to abusive situations. Abuse is ter-
rible, but we shouldn’t reject physical discipline merely
because some parents use it abusively.

Pastor-theologian John Piper asks,

What worldview inclines a person to think that

you shouldn’t spank a child? Where does that



come from? Well it comes straight out of this
culture, I think. ... I could give a whole theol-
ogy of spanking here, but maybe I'll just boil
it down. Why does this person feel squeamish
about spanking? My guess is that it is a wrong

view of God.»

Understandably, all sorts of questions arise regarding

mechanics, for example:

« How old should the child be?

+ Should we use our hand or an object like a
wooden spoon?

+ How many “swats” should we administer to the
bottom and for what offenses?

+ How frequently should this occur?

The Bible doesn’t answer those questions, so we
must ask God for wisdom that we can apply to our
individual contexts. There’s not one right method. The
statements in Proverbs don’t fully explain exactly how
parents should discipline their children. The proverbs
are pithy statements making a general point.**

So while spanking may be abusive, it is not abusive
when parents spank rightly. But are parents spanking
rightly when they spank children?

Question 3. Do the proverbs about using the rod
refer to young men rather than children?

Some Christians answer yes: The word translated
“Child” means “young man.” So even if the rod does refer to
physical discipline, it refers to physically disciplining only
young men, not children—especially not little children.

Response: The only people I'm aware of who argue
this way are almost exclusively those who oppose spank-
ing.® I'm not aware of a single English Bible translation
that supports this view.

I asked Jack Collins* about this, and he replied,

The evidence that Proverbs as a whole is addressed
to “young men” rather than children is unlikely to
withstand examination. It touches on people in
a whole range of ages and life situations. Besides,

naar [the Hebrew word translated “child” in Prov

22:15;23:13; 29:15] isn’t the only word used. (And
see 4:1-9 for an address aimed at the very young.)
There are those who insist on spanking a child for
everything. Then there are those who think any
such thing is abuse. But those aren’t the only two
options. In my classes on Proverbs, I use the mne-
monic moderate, moral, and memorable. 1 also
point out that spanking is disciplinary and not
retributive. If it injures the child, it is wrong, but
making their bum sting isn’t an injury! I prefer to
think of spanking as one element in the parental
toolbox for training up our children,” and I take
the rod in Proverbs as a sort of metonymy for the
whole range of negative reinforcements. To say
that we can do without spanking is, IMHO, seri-

ously to underestimate the challenge of shaping

the character of a child.*®

So the proverbs about “the rod” refer to children.

But those passages occur in the OT, not the NT.

Question 4. Is spanking an obsolete part of the
Mosaic law-covenant in the Old Testament?

Some Christians answer yes: There is a discontinu-
ity between the OT and the NT regarding how parents
should discipline their children, and physical discipline is
now obsolete. It does not appear anywhere in the NT.

Response: The proverbs are not part of the Mosaic
law-covenant. They are general, timeless truths. Andreas

Késtenberger argues,

Heb. 12:5-11 does in fact suggest a continuity
between the OT and N'T concepts of discipline.
Although Hebrews 12 does not specifically men-
tion using the “rod,” its direct reference to Prov.

3:12 warrants this conclusion.”
Bruce Waltke similarly asserts,

The New Testament teaching does not abrogate
or supersede it [Prov 13:24] and should not be
abandoned in the church as unfashionable (cf.
Eph. 6:4; Heb. 12:5-11) or explained away as

culturally conditioned.
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So the proverbs present general, timeless truths. But

can a proverb contradict the gospel itself?

Question 5. Is spanking antithetical to the gospel?

Some Christians answer yes: Christ has already
atoned for sins, so we shouldn’t make our children atone
for them again.

Response: When we discipline our children, we are
not making them atone for their sins. As I mentioned
carlier under “proposition 1, there is a difference
between punishment and discipline. Civil magistrates
punish lawbreakers; parents discipline their children.
There’s a difference: punishment satisfies justice, and
discipline trains. Sometimes people use the terms “pun-
ishment” and “discipline” synonymously, but what is
important is to distinguish these two concepts. God
disciplines his children, so disciplining your children is
not antithetical to the gospel.

You can and should apply the gospel when you phys-
ically discipline your children. For example, your words
and tone may convey that you hate sin, that sin causes
pain, that Jesus never sinned (an amazing concept to
little children!), and that Jesus died for sinners like us.*!

William Farley argues in Gospel-Powered Parenting,

[T]hose clear on the gospel practice corporal
discipline—appropriate spanking at an appro-
priate age. . . . In summary, the gospel convinces
both parent and child that sin—deep, systemic
heart disfigurement—is our child’s fundamen-
tal problem. For this Jesus died. He also died for
the sins that these hearts produce. The cross gives
us a window into God’s hatred of evil, and what
awaits the child not led into saving faith through
the loving discipline and instruction of his or her
parents. The gospel solution is corporal punish-
ment applied by loving, committed parents. The

cross motivates consistent, godly discipline.**

So those are five questions some people raise regard-
ing enforcing guidelines. Let’s conclude briefly with ten

specific applications regarding discipline:

3. CONCLUDING APPLICATION
§§1-2 explain texts from Hebrews and Proverbs.
This section is not tethered to a text. Here I'm stepping

back and offering what I think are wise suggestions:

Application 1. Pray for your children.

You cannot change their hearts. Only God can.
Discipline can accomplish only so much. It cannot give
your children a new heart. So beg God to give your chil-
dren new hearts.

The goal of disciplining your children is not merely
that they externally obey you. It’s that God changes their
heart so that they love God with their whole being and
apply the gospel to every area of their lives. You can’t
legislate and enforce that. You can’t save your children

from their sins. But you can pray for them.

Application 2. Evangelize your children.

Constantly. In all aspects of life—including when
you discipline them. All three levels of discipline can
be remarkably teachable moments to discuss why God
hates sin, how sin results in terrible consequences in
this life and the next, and how Jesus solves the problem
of sin.

Some of the most teachable moments will be when
you transparently share with your children that you're
a sinner, too. When you sin against your children, ask
them to forgive you. Communicate that you can’t obey
without God’s help cither and that we're all sinful peo-

ple who need Jesus to save us from our sins.

Application 3. Use multiple levels of discipline.
Spend as much of your disciplinary time as possible

in levels 1 and 2 (teaching and warning) and as little as

possible in level 3 (enforcing). But use all three levels.

Wegner explains,

The person who has wisdom will understand the
principle of using the proper amount of discipline to
curb improper behavior. . . . [E]ven within this level of
discipline there are various levels of severity, and the wise
parent uses only the level of discipline necessary to curb

the incorrect behavior.”#



Application 4. Love your children, and tell them and

show them that you love them.

+ Proper discipline is evidence that you love them.

+ Never discipline in unrighteous anger. That is
not loving.

+ “Do not provoke your children to anger” (Eph
6:4NASB, ESV,NET,NLT). “Do not exasperate
your children” (Eph 6:4 NIV). That is not loving.

Your children can do things that will frustrate and
anger you, but there should be nothing they can do that
will ever make you stop loving them. Make sure they
know that.

We frequently read a “storybook Bible” to our chil-
dren that refers often to God’s “Never Stopping, Never
Giving Up, Unbreaking, Always and Forever Love.”*

We should love our kids the same way.

Application 5. Beware of two extremes: (a) not disci-
plining and (b) over-disciplining.

There are at least two drop-offs on the path of bib-
lical discipline. That is, there are two extremes of dis-
obeying: (1) not disciplining our children at all and
(2) over-disciplining them in a harsh, abusive, loveless,
authoritarian manner. Both are serious errors, and we
shouldn’t gloss over either.®

There are a lot of ways to sin, and don’t assume that
you're OK simply because you're not guilty of a par-
ticular sin. You may not be guilty of not disciplining,
but do you over-discipline? You may not be guilty of
over-disciplining, but do you discipline at all? Ask God
for wisdom to shepherd your children with just the right
blend of grace and truth.

Application 6. Fathers, take the lead in discipline.
Hebrews 12 talks specifically about human fazhers

disciplining their children. Ephesians 6:4 directly
addresses fathers:

“Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead,

bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord”

Fathers, you are the head of your wife, and you are

responsible for your home. Lovingly lead your wife and
family by taking the lead in discipline. Don’t passively
sit by while leaving the burden of discipline exclusively
or primarily to your wife. Don’t leave the hard stuff to
Mom. Support your wife. Your children should know

you are a unified team.

Application 7. Learn how to discipline each of your
children most effectively.

Every child is different, so don’t rigidly, inflexibly, and
thoughtlessly apply the exact same methods to all of your
children. Ray Ortlund, a former OT professor who is
now a preaching pastor, says this in his recent commen-
tary on Proverbs: “It is hard to read the Bible and get the
impression that children should never be spanked. You
have to figure out how it works best in your home, and
some kids need only a stare to melt their hearts.” A stern
word and hardly any physical discipline may be sufficient

with one child but not with another.

Application 8. Distinguish between family rules and
the Bible.

It’s important in the discipline process to communi-
cate biblical principles. That’s not hard to do for sins like
direct disobedience or lying, but especially as our chil-
dren grow older, it is important to distinguish between
family rules and the Bible.

There is a difference, for example, between “Make
your bed in the morning” and “Speak truthfully.” The
Bible does not command us to make our bed in the
morning; it does command us to speak truthfully and
not lie. But if you're a child and your parents ask you to
make your bed in the morning, then the biblical prin-
ciple is not “I must make my bed in the morning because
God says to make my bed in the morning,” but “I must
make my bed in the morning because my parents are
asking me to make my bed in the morning, and I must
obey my parents when what they command does not
contradict Scripture.”

If we don’t distinguish family rules from the Bible,
then our children may think of all our rules in the same
category. That may clutter their conscience with taboos,
make it difficult for them to process why other Chris-

tian families follow some different rules and why Chris-
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tians in other cultures follow some different rules,*” and
tempt them to reject all rules later in life instead of sim-

ply adjusting some of the family rules.

Application 9. Be humble about parental discipline;
don’t be proud and judgmental.

You need God’s grace, and God gives grace to the
humble (Prov 3:34; Jas 4:6; 1 Pet 5:5). It’s so easy to be
judgmental towards other parents regarding how they

train (or don’t train) their children:

+ Especially before you have children.

+ Especially if you have comparatively well-
behaved children.

+ Especially if your children have not yet reached
the same stages as other children (e.g., parents of
young children may be tempted to be judgmental

towards how other parents train their teens).

Be discerning, but don’t be judgmental and self-righ-
teous. Beg God for wisdom—because you need it! You cant
produce “good” children on your own. Ask your Father in

heaven to help you love your children like he loves you.

Application 10. Persevere with a long-term view that
trusts God’s word.

“Discipline may be the most demanding task of par-
enthood.” Intentionally, consistently, and lovingly dis-
ciplining your children is exhausting. “It is much easier
to let children have their own way and wander off into
sin.”¥ You will frequently be tempted to take shortcuts
and not teach, reiterate, or enforce guidelines. Don’t
give up. One pastor observes, “When the parent is qual-
ified to discipline, he probably does not feel like it, and
when he feels like it, he is probably not qualified.”

Trust God; take him at his word (as we’ve seen in
Hebrews and Proverbs), and fulfill your high calling
before God as a father or mother to the children he has
graciously given you. If you have a short-term view, then
you may choose to operate in a way that is more conve-
nient and pleasant for you, but if you have a long-term
view and trust God, then you will forego your personal
convenience and pleasure by training your children for

their good and for God’s glory.

God disciplines us for our good, in order that we
may share in his holiness. No discipline seems
pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, how-
ever, it produces a harvest of righteousness and
peace for those who have been trained by it. (Heb
12:10b-11).

Father, thank you for loving us. Thank you for
loving us by disciplining us. Please give those of us
who are parents grace to love our children like you
love us. Help us love our children by wisely disci-
plining them. We beg you to save our children.
And we beg you for wisdom to discipline them
with just the right blend of grace and truth—for

their good and ultimately for your glory.
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they couldn’t read a Hebrew or Greek text if you put
it in front of them.

(d) T am not a Hebrew expert. I took only five semes-
ters of Hebrew in graduate school and a half-dozen
OT exegesis and theology courses that built on that
foundation. My primary field is NT, not OT. So in
addition to consulting about thirty commentaries on
Proverbs (none of which argue against physical disci-
pline), I sent a draft of this sermon to over a dozen OT
experts—men who have PhDs in OT and who teach

the OT full-time as professors on the graduate level.



I'm grateful that their feedback was sharpening and
affirming: all of them agree with my exegesis. I don’t
think that appealing to experts like this is “snobbery”
but a mark of wisdom and humility.
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