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      “In a permissive culture that leaves parents unsure of their authority and confused about discipline, this book speaks with clarity, not only reminding parents that discipline is a critical element of parental love, but also showing parents how to practically discipline their children in a way that is consistent, God honoring, and productive.”

      Paul David Tripp, President, Paul Tripp Ministries; author, Parenting: 14 Gospel Principles That Can Radically Change Your Family

      “My wife and I were fortunate to attend a seminar on parenting young children featuring Sam Crabtree. He revealed the inconsistency and lack of logic often found in parenting young children and offered better alternatives. We were fortunate because we were able to take his wisdom and apply it to our children at just the right time. I have no doubt that many (if not all) parents experience the same sort of exasperation we did with our first child. And I have no doubt they will find Sam’s wisdom in Parenting with Loving Correction as helpful as we did.”

      Paul K. Lim, MD, Trustee, Bethlehem College and Seminary; surgeon

      “When my wife and I read this book, we immediately saw its value and wanted others to read it, so I was pleased when our small group agreed to go through it. But I was also a bit nervous—would the subject of parental discipline create conflict during group discussions because of differing parenting styles? Would the concept of correction (which is often considered in our culture to be overly negative) result in gloomy conversations? I needn’t have worried. Sam Crabtree uses definitions, Scripture, and helpful anecdotes to get everyone on the same page. His pastoral heart is shown in each chapter as he writes with care, grace, and humility. I can tell you from personal experience that this book yields fruitful discussion—and parenting. Chapter 3 ends with this statement: ‘There is great hope. And there is help.’ For the believing parent, there is. And you will find both in this book.”

      Scott Jamison, small group leader

      “As parents, it can seem like we’re constantly training, correcting, and disciplining our children. Thankfully, Sam Crabtree has given us a gospel-infused framework for the kind of loving correction that will help all of us train up a child in the way he or she should go.”

      Bob Lepine, Cohost, FamilyLife Today; Pastor, Redeemer Community Church, Little Rock, Arkansas
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      To my father and mother,

      who modeled justice and mercy in loving correction
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      Introduction

      A Parent’s Longing

      I was observing a scene that blocked the aisle in a busy grocery store. A mother with three small boys was showing a mixture of embarrassment, frustration, and hopelessness. Two of her boys were running here and there, then rushing to her side with loud demands that she buy this item or that. Each boy was out-whining and out-howling the other, their voices no doubt heard throughout the store.

      “You’re wasting time!” she told them in an exasperated tone. The boys’ demands grew only louder.

      I ached with empathy for this harried mother. We’ve all had similar grocery store experiences of our own. And they’re painful. We long for our children to behave well, and for good reasons—we want them to understand and value the right things and to live in the freedom that comes with self-control.

      So often, our hope for all that seems battered or even crushed.

      My heart goes out to the downhearted and flustered mothers of young children who know things have gotten out of hand. I’ve spoken and prayed with scores of them. I feel for the mother in South Dakota who asked me how to change the tone in their home. I admire the mother in Wisconsin who invited me to help her and her husband in promoting sweet and godly interactions in their family.

      I’ve known what it’s like to earnestly desire help with parenting, and wanting keenly not to squander the early years in our children’s lives. I’ve prayed for readers of this book, that God would use these pages to help you, not shame you.

      The aim of this book is to throw you a rope, not an anchor. Think of this book as an arm around your shoulder, a gentle pat on the back, and a nod that says, “You can do this. I’m pulling for you. God will help you. Your children will thank you later.”

      Parenting is sometimes painful, but it can also be joyful. I think of these words of John in Scripture: “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth” (3 John 4). For parents, there’s no greater joy than children walking in truth, yet many parents can identify with the opposite: there’s no greater misery than knowing their children’s behavior is outside the truth, a departure from what’s best for them. How can we correct our children and get them back on the rails of truth and goodness?

      Often, correction is done poorly. Our well-intended attempts can be too harsh or too lenient or too complicated. But correction can be done well. How can we correct our children without becoming harsh drill sergeants?

      The apostles corrected the churches, shepherds correct straying sheep, good teachers correct student errors—and loving parents confront wrongdoing in their children. But how is this done well?

      My aim in these pages is to help you better understand good correction.
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      What’s at Stake?
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      Why the Struggle?

      Parents can be confused or even clueless when it comes to correcting their children effectively. Often they have wrong assumptions about it. Wrong assumptions have tripped me up as a parent—and they might be tripping you up as well. These wrong assumptions can center on issues as basic as why our children disobey and why we ought to correct them.

      What is correction, anyway? Here’s a two-part definition that I think is helpful.

      Corrective discipline means:

      (1)  Identifying actions or attitudes of your child that are unacceptable when weighed against clear and explicit standards, then

      (2)  acting promptly and decisively to move your child in the direction of compliance with those standards.

      Later, we’ll inspect each phrase of that definition more closely. I pray this definition will help you, and that it fits with your own good intentions as a parent. Why do we struggle with making our good intentions happen? The reasons for our struggle grow clearer when we look deeper at why children disobey and why we as parents can be slow to correct them.

      Why Do Children Disobey?

      Our children can sometimes astonish us with how quickly and repeatedly they disobey. Shouldn’t they just naturally know better? We look at them and think, What’s the matter with you?

      Well . . . sin, of course, is the matter with all of us. Including children. Even the most adorable little tyke is a natural-born sinner.

      Sometimes we speak our frustration out loud: “What’s wrong with you?” But parents shouldn’t request that kind of explanation for misbehavior (especially since such indicting speech can instill irrational guilt in a son or daughter, like that experienced by children who are abused). What parents should be after is the child’s compliance with clearly understood standards.

      Besides your child’s sin nature, maybe there’s nothing “wrong” with him. The problem may be that he has been repeatedly rewarded for behaving the way he does. He’s simply functioning according to the way God designed rewards and reinforcement to operate. (We’ll talk more about this later.)

      Children are not naturally obedient. The problem lies in the opposite direction. The little fellows are sinners—and sin hardens. The Bible talks about our daily potential of being “hardened by the deceitfulness of sin” (Heb. 3:13). We’re told in that verse to therefore “exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today.’” That’s true for our children, too; they require corrective exhortations.

      Obedience must be learned. The good news is that it can be! Weary and beleaguered parents can take hope in knowing this: children can be taught to respectfully obey. Children require some assembly—plus clear instruction and guidelines, and the kind of training that demonstrates your genuine love.

      We’re All After Happiness

      Like you and me, children are naturally prone to pursue their own happiness without regard to what pleases God or anybody else. In their native sinfulness, they stubbornly disobey out of a desire to pursue pleasure in a way that isn’t constrained by any outside authority.

      In his Pensées, Blaise Pascal famously gave the world this reminder: “All men seek happiness. This is without exception. Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end.”1 Children are no exception. They’re seeking happiness, and again and again they figure that disobedience will gain them more happiness than obedience will.

      After all, what do we suppose makes us happy? We think we know, don’t we? Children believe the same about themselves. And they’re pursuing it. They esteem their own plan above all others, no matter how foolish that plan might be. I can speak from my own personal experience as a child: we’re born naturally foolish and in need of correction, just as the Bible tells us. “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline drives it far from him” (Prov. 22:15).

      The fall—humanity’s plunge into sin—threw all of nature into the need for correction. The culminating event of earthly history is when Jesus returns to make his grand correction, making all things new. But that hasn’t happened yet. Meanwhile, our children need correction. As we all do. We need correction because we affirm wrong things, or we affirm good things over against better things, or we affirm good things from wrong motives. That’s our bent.

      When we honestly face up to this sinfulness in our children, do we then give up any expectation that they’ll obey us? No. But we shouldn’t be surprised when they don’t obey us the first time, every time.

      And when they don’t, we correct—or we should.

      Does this require that I watch my kids like a hawk, looking over their shoulder all day long? No. Good parents enjoy empowering their children to try new adventures, expanding each child’s understanding of the pleasures to be found in God’s world. But parental permissiveness should never make allowance for defiant disobedience.

      Why Do Parents Hold Back?

      If correction simply means we identify unacceptable actions or attitudes in our child, and then act promptly and decisively to move that child in the right direction of compliance, why do we so often hesitate?

      Sometimes, it’s because firm correction makes us feel guilty. No good parent wants to come across as a dictator.

      At other times, it’s because we don’t see the value in corrective discipline. It seems to make little difference, so why bother?

      At other times, we don’t want to upset the child.

      And sometimes, we’re just plain weary.

      I’m no stranger to any of those feelings. But a number of wrong assumptions may be lurking behind them. When our children are unruly and disobedient—when the moment’s ripe for correction—all kinds of fears and worries and doubts can cause parents to hold back.

      Like these:

      My child will think I’ve lost my affection for him or her.

      My child will stop loving and respecting me.

      I run the risk of damaging my child’s self-esteem.

      I’ll stifle my child’s personality, creativity, and drive to explore.

      I’ll cause my child to be afraid of me.

      If you’ve had those thoughts, it’s helpful to remember certain truths. For example, when a child is rebelling, the child in that moment is far less interested in your affection than in getting his or her own way. You might mistakenly assume that your affection and patience alone will miraculously remedy your child’s misbehavior. Yes, when pigs fly, oceans run dry, and December’s in July. Your child may not take kindly to you in the moment you apply corrective discipline, but a child’s love is swiftly rekindled—and deepened and solidified in the process of receiving wise correction.

      Or let’s think about the danger of damaging a child’s self-esteem. I’m a strong proponent of building up a child’s self-acceptance. But that’s not the same as self-esteem. Self-acceptance is necessary and good, but self-esteem plagues the world. Prisons are full of people who esteem no one but self.

      Children (like adults) are naturally self-centered. No baby in the nursery is crying because some other baby is wet or hungry. Infants come out of the womb entirely self-preoccupied and quite content to let the entire universe cater to them. Their self-will is fully formed. They are us.

      When we worry that our child will perceive our corrective discipline as unloving, we forget God’s higher wisdom about genuine love. He tells us, “Whoever spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is diligent to discipline him” (Prov. 13:24). When we refrain from correction, do we subconsciously think we’re wiser than God?

      True love means that parents will give their children objective “outside” feedback on the true condition of their sinful little hearts: “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” (Jer. 17:9). Correction exists because errors and omissions exist, and because sin exists. Corrections are undertaken because of love. Love implements correction in order to protect the loved one from heaping up negative consequences, to his or her regret.

      God knows that discipline and obedience are required before a child’s God-given abilities can truly flourish. It’s a misunderstanding to think that practicing firm, decisive, consistent discipline will interfere in any way with your children’s proper development. Christlikeness does not develop accidentally.

      The Fear Factor

      I admit there’s a fine line—and perhaps a tricky distinction—between destructively fearing a parent and having a healthy regard for that parent’s authority to reward and punish. This dynamic mirrors our relationship with God, where genuine fear is warranted. God is not to be trifled with: “Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Eccles. 12:13). Moses once asked the Lord, “Who understands the power of Your anger? Your wrath matches the fear that is due you” (Ps. 90:11 HCSB).

      Where can we flee to escape God’s just wrath? We flee to God himself, to his mercy. We pray with the psalmist, “Be to me a rock of refuge, to which I may continually come; you have given the command to save me, for you are my rock and my fortress” (Ps. 71:3).

      We fear God because he loves us so much that he threatens to do terrible things if we run from him. As C. S. Lewis famously taught us through Aslan in The Chronicles of Narnia, God certainly isn’t safe—but he’s good. In a healthy parent-child relationship, the child will possess a general apprehension regarding the consequences of defying his parent. Growing up, I knew that if I sassed my mother, I’d be in a heap of trouble with my father. But I also knew that if I spoke respectfully to Mom, there was nothing to fear from Dad in that regard. The child who discovers that his parents punish only when he does wrong will be more apt to avoid wrongdoing. There’s punishment to dread—but only if you deserve it.

      I take it for granted that good parents desire to show kindness and compassion toward their children. God himself has established the template: “As a father shows compassion to his children, so the Lord shows compassion to those who fear him” (Ps. 103:13). With tender care, wise parents teach children to have the right fear—to fear what warrants fear—but not to be anxious, jittery, skittish, or timid. We’re not aiming to make cowards of our children, but bold and heroic champions. Correction aims to shape them, not harm them.

      If our children fear us without delighting in us, they’ll find no rest in our company. If our children delight in us without the right fear, we’ll become their vending machine, and when the machine doesn’t dispense what they want, they just may utter curses and inflict hostility toward us.

      Note also that an authoritative approach that may invoke fear is not the same as an approach that is fear-based. There are things one might naturally fear (crossing the street at the wrong moment), but that fear is not injurious—in fact, it prevents injury. Such fear is healthy, not paralyzing or psychopathic.

      Love and fear are not necessarily at odds or mutually exclusive. God loves his own, and he commands them to fear him. In his relationship with us, God doesn’t restrict himself to doing only what provokes our positive feelings. Sometimes he causes our momentary pain—which is meant to be transforming and corrective, driving us away from destructive attitudes and behaviors. He doesn’t cease to be good when he disciplines us. All along he’s aiming at “the peaceful fruit of righteousness.” Pain isn’t his purpose, but his means: “For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives. . . . For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it” (Heb. 12:6, 11).
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