
HOME REMODELED

“The Kids Room; Ready for a kid swap?”
Ever seen the reality show, Wife Swap?  Two families swap moms for two weeks and they film what happens, especially with the kids.  One episode had a super conservative, highly religious, home-schooling mom swapped with an exotic dancer-mom.  Both sets of kids are still trying to recover!  I think they pick the widest combinations possible.  Now they have Celebrity Wife Swap. What great idea will they dream up next???

I’m wondering when they’ll get to Kid Swap.  Parents, wouldn’t you just love to try that sometime . . . for two weeks?  The catch is, you wouldn’t get to set it up.  You get whatever we decide to give you.  Totally blind Kid Swap for two weeks?  

How many of us have at times been tempted to sign up for a kid swap?! 

But I think a lot of kids are ready to trade their parents in, too?  Right?  How many kids out there want a Parent Swap?  A lot of kids want to raise their hand, but they’re afraid they won’t eat for the next week, so they won’t.  Their hands are down on the outside but up on the inside!  

Seriously, this message is not about bad kids or bad parents.  It’s about how to be a better parent so that both you and your kids will be better off.  I will tell you, though, that the focus of this message is on the responsibilities of parents; so kids of all ages, you can breathe a sigh of relief and enjoy this.  I’m going to be speaking with parents about what God says about raising kids . . . so that they can do a better job with you and both of you will enjoy the whole process more.  

The Time magazine August 12, 2013 cover story was entitled: The Childfree Life: When Having It All Means Not Having Children.  It shows this couple lying childfree on a beach, with not a care in the world.  The whole article tells how the birthrate in America is steadily dropping because people want more freedom from children.  For so many, having it all does mean not having children at all.
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Now I’ll be the first to admit that every now and then, going to a kid-free vacation spot alone with my wife is great.  I’m all for escapes from kids.  Anyone else like escaping every now and then?  Even when our kids were young, we would go out on date nights . . . and the kids were not welcome on those nights.  Kid-free times are important.

But kid-free lives are a different discussion.  This is suggesting: Don’t bother.  Kids are too much trouble.  They will ruin your life.  My theory is that this whole ‘freedom from children’ deal is being driven by a generation that had a tough experience with their parents.  They don’t want to repeat what they saw and experienced in their family growing up.  Someone said: “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, expecting different results.”  A lot of very smart people don’t want to do something insane: Try to raise a family and have a life.  It didn’t go well for their parents, so the best option is freedom from children altogether.

Another option is better parenting.  You know, when you strike out in baseball, you don't quit playing ball. You try to swing better!  Maybe we shouldn’t be giving up on parenting.  Maybe we should learn to parent better.  

Yes, raising kids IS hard work; but we wouldn’t trade the experience for a thousand kid-free beach getaways.  God has helped us in spite of our lack of ability, and He has used our children to GROW US UP as well.    

God said “Be fruitful and multiply.”  So He must have made a way for it to work.  He DOES have a way to make it work.  God never invents something He doesn’t give instructions for.  He has given us instructions, and an example, of how it works.  His way with us is His example.  His Word to us is the instruction book.

I’m not going to be age-specific today.  We’re going to talk about parenting from start to finish.  So whether your child is in the womb or out of the house, there are things you can use today.  I’ll give you 8 words we can build around.

1. RECEIVE

Here’s the first thing, and the foundation for parenting.  We need to RECEIVE any and every child as a gift from God; nothing less.

“Behold, children are a gift of the Lord,

the fruit of the womb is a reward.  Like arrows in the hand of a warrior,

so are the children of one’s youth.  How blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them” (Psalm 127:3-5).

Regardless how children come into our lives – through birth, through adoption, through foster care, through grand-parenting, through mentoring – they are a gift from the Lord to us.  We need to see children this way and receive them with this spirit.  This is critically important in our current culture, because children are not always seen as a gift; they are often seen as an intrusion into our lives.  So we find ways to stop that unwanted intrusion.
I’ll say this: It is a step of faith in God to receive any and every child as a GIFT from the Lord to you.  It might not feel like a gift, but the child is a gift.  Even if the child was unplanned and unexpected . . . the child is a gift from the Lord.

(Personal Eg.)  Our first child came as a surprise. We were at an apartment complex about to rent a place when the lady at the desk said, “By the way, this is an adult-only complex.  You weren’t planning to have kids anytime soon, were you?”  Shirley and I looked at each other, surprised and puzzled.  I said, “Let’s go out to the car and talk.”  So we went out, sat in the car, and I did what every good husband should do: I led us in a 5-minute family planning discussion.  I looked at her and said: “Do you want to have kids in the next 3 years?”  She said, “I don’t think so.  How about you?”  I said: “Me neither.”  

We walked back in and signed the papers.  That was in December.  Two months later, she was pregnant with our first!  We got kicked out! 
God's timing and gift was just what HE wanted for us, and we wouldn’t trade that surprise for anything.  Wherever, whenever, however you get this little package from God, the first step is an attitude step: You need to look up to heaven and say “Thank You.”  The child is a gift from the Lord.  

If you’ve made a mistake in this area, don’t compound the problem by beating yourself up for the rest of life. One place in the Bible says, "When you were in the womb, I knew you.”  Perhaps you didn’t even know what God really said about children . . . that they are always a GIFT from Him to you.  You didn’t want what God wanted.  Having a baby or ending a pregnancy has been a very painful experience for you.  I want you to know that you have a merciful and forgiving Heavenly Father who is waiting for you to whisper a prayer to Him, no matter what has happened in your life.  So just talk to Him as you would a loving and forgiving friend, and lay that burden and heartache before Him.  Ask for His forgiveness.  Accept His mercy. He will forgive you and heal you.  

2. BOND

Once you have this little package from the Lord, and you’ve accepted he or she as a gift.  What’s most important in the first 5 years of that child’s life?  In a word, BONDING. Another word used is ATTACHMENT.  

You know, when we enter into God’s family, when God becomes our Father, He immediately bonds with us.  He attaches Himself to us in a way that creates security, and He begins to walk with us every moment of every day.  He enters into personal relationship with us.  Listen to these lines from the Bible:

“See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!  And that is what we are” (1John 3:1).

God delights in us when we first enter into His family.  But it doesn’t stop there.  He bonds with us.  He stays with us.  He delights in spending time with us.

God has said, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.”  So we say with confidence, “The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can mere mortals do to me?” (Hebrews 13:5,6).

Christianity is not ‘membership’ in a ‘religion’; rather, it is a bonded relationship with God as Father, offered to us by God the Son.  Jesus died on a cross to bring us to the Father.  The Father receives us . . . and bonds with us, and we are secure in His love.  He never stops loving us.  In fact, that secure love is the foundation for our growth into spiritual maturity.

Just as bonding is God’s parenting way with us, so it should be our parenting way with the children He gives to us.  BONDING is critical, especially in the first 5 years, because in those years an infant is developing a secure feeling of being LOVED, just because they exist. In other words they need to be assured that your steady attachment and responsiveness to their needs says, "I LOVE YOU JUST BECAUSE YOU'RE MINE!"

We’ve really become aware of the importance of bonding because of our study of emotional wounds in adults.  Many issues in adults are due to problems with bonding in the early years of life.  We’ve learned a lot from former pastor Milan Yerkovich and his wife Kay, authors of an insightful book entitled How We Love.  This book teaches the different love styles we have as adults, and how these love styles go all the way back to being a new born. They have written another book entitled How We Love Our Kids where they explain how to recognize your love style as a parent, and how that is impacting raising your child. 

I’d encourage you to get a copy of How We Love or How We Love Our Kids, and dive into this subject.  It will explain a LOT for you, in terms of how all the different relationships in the home are working.  

But I want to go back to the importance of bonding; I want to show you the Still Face Experiment video.  You can re-watch it on YouTube.  This is a powerful illustration of the importance of bonding.

Still Face Video

Bonding . . . in those early years.  It creates strength deep within the child, a strength and security that they will carry on into the later years of life.  It will help them become what Milan and Kay call a “Secure Connector” in adult relationships.  Again, I can only touch on this briefly today; but it is a subject you should become familiar with.  Get a copy of How We Love if you want to dig deeper here.  Milan and Kay will be in Michigan for a How We Love Our Kids one-day seminar:

How We Love Our Kids – Milan and Kay Yerkovich

Date:  Saturday, October 19, 2013.   9:00 am – 4:00 pm
Location: Olivet Evangelical Free Church, 6790 Harvey St., Spring Lake, MI 49456

More info at: howwelove.com  or  bridgetolife.org

What comes after bonding?  What is it supposed to look like as the child grows up?  

3. TRAIN

Our job as parents goes beyond receiving and bonding.  We are TRAINERS.  It’s like we are a life-coach for the child that God has entrusted to us.  Every good coach begins by instilling the fundamentals in the players.  That’s what God asks us to do.  Instill the fundamentals as we begin early to train our children, and then keep coaching them in age-appropriate ways.  It has to be intentional. 
“Train up a child in the way he should go, even when he is old he will not depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6).

We start young, and our hope is that the fundamentals they master early will anchor them throughout their lives.  And just what are those ‘fundamentals’ we should train into our kids?  I’ll give you three of the most important.  

- Love God.

Jesus was asked what the #1 commandment in the world was.  He replied: 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind and all your strength.”

That’s the #1 fundamental of all living.  Love God . . . more than anything else.  This lesson is ‘caught’ not ‘taught’ as they say.  You must show this to your children by how you personally live.  You can’t really just talk about it.  You either have it or you don’t.  A genuine, growing relationship with God is contagious.  It’s sort of like me trying to tell my sons how to love their future wives.  They don’t really need a lecture on that.  They need about 18 years of watching me love my wife.  It’s caught, not taught.  It’s demonstrated . . . not demanded.

Same with a genuine love for God.  It’s a relationship you show to your kids out of the storybook of your own life.  You let your children ‘read the pages’ of you and God loving each other.  Live it.  Cultivate your own love relationship with God until it’s the biggest thing in your life.  I guarantee you; that’s the best training you’ll ever give your kids.  They’ll never forget rubbing up close to someone who truly loves God.

- Love People.

The guy who asked Jesus about the greatest commandment had the second one thrown in for free.  Jesus said: #1 - Love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength.  #2 - Love your neighbor as yourself.   So we want to teach our kids both of those ‘fundamental’ drills – love God well, and love people well.  We don’t want to produce selfish kids who are turned in on them selves.  Joy in life doesn’t come from being turned in on yourself; it comes from loving others well.  Show that to your kids.  Demonstrate this.  Live it.  Love God; love people.  

- Love God’s Word.

Here’s the last fundamental training drill.  Do whatever you can to expose them to God’s Word.  This is more important now than ever.  Kids are growing up in a post-modern world, where all truth is either relative or non-existent.  This is being drilled into them from school age onwards.  It is so important that they learn early, and learn well that God does, in fact have some absolute truth for our lives.  

Listen to how young Timothy was taught the Word of God: 

“But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from INFANCY you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2Timothy 3:14-17).

Did you hear that first line?  Continue in what you have learned . . . from infancy.  Timothy’s dad never appears in the picture; but his mother Lois and his grandmother Eunice are there, raising this young man to know God’s Word.  There’s a lot of encouragement in that for a single parent, trying to do this alone.  With God’s help, you can raise a Timothy!  Expose them often and deeply to God’s Word.  The Word can “equip them for every good work.”  That word “equip” originally meant to “fully furnish.”  When you give them God’s Word, you are helping “fully furnish” their lives for success.  Train your kids to Love God, to love people, and to love God’s Word.

As they grow up, you have to develop an important skill that most parents don’t think much about . . .
4. EXPLORE

(Pesonal Eg.) True confession.  We didn’t know how important this was. We thought we were to focus on behavior from start to finish.  As our kids kept maturing, and especially into their adolescent and teen years, we were still monitoring and controlling behavior and we failed to pay enough attention to what was going on beneath the surface, down in their hearts.  It’s like the iceberg.  Above the waterline are the actions; but below are the emotions, the needs, the fears, the hurts.  And I’ll tell you what: there is a LOT going on down in the heart of a young person, especially as they grow and go out and begin to experience their world.  There is a LOT that needs to be EXPLORED. 

You know, the Lord looks beneath the surface of our hearts.  He is concerned with what’s inside, not just the outside actions.

“I, the Lord, search the heart, I test the mind” (Jeremiah 17:10).

As parents, we need to learn how to do this with our kids, especially as they mature.

“The purposes of a person’s heart are deep waters, but one who has insight draws them out” (Proverbs 20:5).

If we had it to do over again, we’d spend more time asking questions, and engaging in dialogue. And less time enforcing the rules.  Enforcing rules leads to fights.  Asking questions leads to discussions. 

We didn't EXPLORE the 'WHY'S' underneath the reactions. So, for example, if a kid was angry, we’d pull out James 1 – “Be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger, for the anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God.”  But, you know, we were not good at sitting down to listen and explore as to the deeper reasons for the anger.  

Milan and Kay Yerkovich (How We Love) suggest using a “feeling word” chart in their book to help you explore deeper feelings.  You can use this with a child, or with a spouse.  You can use it with anyone.  The listener asks the speaker to pick a feeling word off the chart, one that best describes what they are feeling at present.  Then the listener explores that feeling with the person.  This is not a time to give advice, or try to correct the speaker.  It is simply listening, exploring in order to better understand the deeper currents in that person’s life.  It not only helps you to understand them, but it also helps them to better understand themselves.  

Shirley and I are doing more of this with one another.  We call it ‘looking beneath.’  We both agree that this was one of the big things we missed in our parenting.  Too much time trying to manage actions; not enough time trying to look beneath . . . especially as they matured and experienced all these deep emotions.  We wish we would have looked beneath the surface of their hearts a lot more.

5. COACH

As kids get up into the teen years, things should change in your parenting style.  You start to become less of a manager, and more of a COACH.  Look at this chart.  This is a graph used in business to show how things should work if you are managing an organization well.  When you start out with a bunch of new subordinates, the amount of authority used by the manager is high, and the amount of freedom exercised by subordinates is low.  But over time, as subordinates learn how the organization operates, they should be able to move about more freely, with less and less direct supervision from the manager.  Freedom increases, while top-down control decreases.
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It’s supposed to work that way in a family unit.  As kids grow into young adults, they should, ideally, be given more and more freedom to make decisions.  The reasoning here is very pragmatic: In just a few more years, they will be out of the home completely, and will be making ALL of their own decisions.  So, it is best that they learn, through trial and error, along with your COACHING, how to exercise their own freedom.

They will be spending a lot more time out of the home; but they will come back, especially if they need money or food!  They will go out, and they will come back.  Sort of like a team in a game.  They go out, they attempt a few plays, then they come back to the sidelines and the coach huddles up with them for a talk.  

As a parent, you now move in the coaching phase.  They go out.  They make a few plays.  Maybe they fumble the ball.  Maybe they loose some ground.  But they come back.  Instead of benching them for making a bad play, you move toward them in a coaching role.  You talk through things.  You discuss how they might have handled the situation better.  You talk about the results of doing things this way, or that way.  Without being ‘preachy,’ you might ask: What do you think Jesus would have wanted you to do here?  And pray with them.  Yes, make sure you pray with them.  Teach them how to invite God into the business of their lives.  

6. AFFIRM

Here’s another one we didn’t know the importance of.  Our more recent studies in masculinity and femininity have clued us in to the great need young adolescent girls and boys have to be AFFIRMED.  They need to be told they have what it takes . . . to move into their world as young men and women.  When Jesus started His public ministry, a voice came out of heaven.  It was the voice of the Father speaking words of affirmation over His Son:

“You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22).

The Father affirmed His Son, publicly.  And He did it again half way through the ministry of Jesus.  When Jesus was turning His face to go to Jerusalem for the last time, to die on the cross for our sins . . . the Father spoke words of affirmation similar to those we just read.  

“This is My Son, whom I have chosen.  Listen to Him!” (Luke 9:35).

The Father’s affirmation was important for the Son of God.  How much more so for us!

I’m not going to linger on this point today, but I do want to point you in the direction of a very short, but powerful book by John Eldredge.  It’s entitled, You Have What it Takes.  It describes what dads need to do to affirm kids as they are maturing.  It talks about how critical this is for the development of the child into young adulthood.  By the way, it doesn’t necessarily have to be the biological father that does this work of affirmation.  It can be another man; a mentor, a coach, a relative, a grandpa.  But it is critical that young men and women hear from both dad and mom, but especially from a man, this message: You have what it takes.  This supplies something very important in the young person’s soul.  It settles some questions that tend to linger with people all their lives.  It will keep them from always having to prove their worth. 

7. RELEASE

You know, they say in a lot of sports that the key to success is the “RELEASE.”  It’s that moment the ball leaves the pitchers hand.  Or when the football leaves the quarterback’s fingertips.  It’s the moment of impact when the golfer moves through the ball; or when a batter snaps his writs and makes solid contact.  Without a good release, basketball players don’t make good shooters!

Same with raising kids.  It all comes down to the release.

Give Them Wings: Preparing for the Time your Teens Leave Home (by Carol Kuykendahl). That was the title of a book Shirley read when our kids were getting into high school and moving toward college.  It’s about how to give your kids the wings they need to fly away.  I think some of the most emotional days of my life were those days sitting on a bench at some campus realizing that I was dropping one of our kids off at college and they weren’t coming home after a weekend sleepover.  I was a mess.  It was like there was this deep sense of irreversible change.  We were being forced to let go.  And, you know, as painful as it is, this is the way it’s supposed to be.  They grow up and then they go out on their own.  Sure, they’ll come back every now and then.  They may even come back for a season; but it’s never quite the same again.  

Recall the verse we started with:

“Behold, children are a gift of the Lord,

the fruit of the womb is a reward.  Like arrows in the hand of a warrior,

so are the children of one’s youth.  How blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them” (Psalm 127:3-5).

What are “arrows in the hand of a warrior” designed for?  They are designed for flight!  They are designed to go out and hit a target, to make an impact.  Ultimately, this is why God gives us the gift of kids – not just to delight us for 18 years while they live under our roof; rather, so that we might sharpen them, and point them, and feather them, and release them . . . so that they can fly out and hit a target over the next 60 years.  If your kids are still at home, this little fact hasn’t impacted you yet . . . but it will.  They will spend the vast majority of their lives away from you! Most of what we do with them is to prepare them to live life without us.

So, work hard at making a good release!  Get that book and study it.  It gives some good advice as to what to expect from 16 yrs on, and how to release them well.  Remember, it takes a good release to make all the rest of the preparation worth it.

Finally . . .     8.  CONTINUE

Our kids are out of the home, but they are in our hearts every single day.  We see them in person much less often; but we stay connected any way we can.  We Skype, we call, we text, we check out Facebook pages, we go on their websites. We work at getting together whenever it is possible.   

We CONTINUE to talk about life, about marriage, about finances, about dreams, about business, about spiritual issues, about how to do life.  They are adults in the midst of trying to make it work for themselves . . . so the discussions are more meaningful than ever.  We have some of the greatest conversations now that they are gone from home.

We CONTINUE to support them, not just with advice, but through PRAYER.   Prayer is one way we can reach out and continue to touch our kids anytime, any day, anywhere.  We talk to God and He reaches down and touches them.  It’s important for you to TALK to God on behalf of your kids.  He takes over the parenting job when you finish your part.  God moves in and shows them how He wants to be their Father, their protector, their guide, their provider, their source of strength.  Many of the things you did as a parent, God wants to pick right up and take over.  Keep talking to God on behalf of your kids.

The other big thing we’re trying to do with our adult kids is to CONTINUE having conversations about the deeper issues of the heart.  Back to that EXPLORE point above.  We continue to help them explore their own hearts, as well as ours. We have honest talks about what we, as parents, did wrong in their upbringing.  We admit where we fell short.  If necessary, we confess ways that we sinned against them as parents.  This is important to do.  Own your own stuff!  Be vulnerable and authentic.  They will appreciate that.

We also have talks about what we’re learning about ourselves.  Shirley and I have spent a significant amount of time over the past years studying something called “Emotionally Healthy Spirituality” (note the book by Pastor Peter Scazzero).  We’ve been on a journey studying our own emotional pasts and their impact on us and our parenting. As we’ve been getting to know ourselves more deeply, it has been insightful sharing some of this with our adult children.  This has not only helped them know us, as real people, but it has encouraged them to do the same kind of exploring in their own lives.

Conclusion:

As we close today, I realize I’ve shared a ton of information.  It’s a bit of a challenge to cover everything about raising kids in one talk.  This has been an overview of the high points.  I’ve included a list of resources that you may find helpful.  You can talk to one of our pastors about any of this if you want to.  Maybe we can help you take your relationship with your kids to the next level.  Get in touch with us and let’s have a talk.

Some of you may feel like a complete failure as a parent.  Maybe it didn’t’ go well and you’ve lost your relationship with your child.  Maybe it is in the process of falling apart and you don’t know what to do.  If that’s you, I’ll end with this advice:

- Let God begin to PARENT YOU. Perhaps you realize that God has never become your personal Heavenly Father. To become His son or daughter, He says that if you will admit that you have been living your life apart from Him, and you want to turn to Him and ask Him to forgive your past life, you can invite Him to come to literally come in and live inside your life through His Spirit.  His Son Jesus Christ has paid for all of our sins, and opened the way for us to be brought into His Father's family.  When the Father lives in us, we can have His wisdom, love and strength to parent so much better. 

- Own the responsibility for the failure of the relationship, as the parent.  Go to that child, humble yourself and ask their forgiveness for whatever the Lord convicts you of.  Don’t wait for your child to own the responsibility for the breakdown in the relationship.  You might be waiting until your grave for that to happen.  YOU own the problem, and YOU ‘go first’ in admitting your responsibility for what has happened.

- Invite the child into a process of redefining the way your relationship works.  You may need some help from a family counselor, or a pastor, or a mentor. You can’t force an alienated child into this process; but you can initiate and invite with a spirit of brokenness.  If they know you are willing to own a share of the problem, it makes it a whole lot easier for them to step back in.  Pride and defensiveness will only dig you into a deeper hole.  

The Yerkoviches say at their parenting seminars: There are NO perfect parents; ONLY GROWING PARENTS!  A parent who chooses to keep growing is a gift to a child of any age.  God is the only PERFECT PARENT.  Let's pray for His forgiveness and wisdom to continue this journey.  
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