A Spiritual Plan for Children

Scriptures and Comments on Character Traits
Embodied within the faithful child of God must be character traits which mirror the “exact representation” of Deity. Children need to know and value those traits, while beginning to incorporate them into their lives at an early age. Further, they need to realize that a key to achieving spiritual maturity is the emulation of more and more Christ-like traits. 

Where do Christ-like character traits fit into the spiritual development of a child? Which traits of Deity do you want your children to emulate? How many such traits can a child acquire?
At the end of the day, the challenge and accompanying joy reside with you to select each trait, to structure the most effective approach for working with your children to develop it, and to then experience the fulfillment of knowing they are becoming more Christ-like with the emulation of each trait. God appeals to you to guide your children in developing those traits. The growth process will be more effectively accomplished and children will find it easier to embrace the traits if they see them modeled in you.
I have taken the liberty to provide “Scriptures and Comments” for a few selected character traits. Those chosen are traits that I believe to be crucial to the long-term spiritual health of your children and were prayerfully selected with the hope that you and your children would benefit from the thoughts presented. I submit to you that they are traits, which, if acquired, will better position a child for a life of faithful and joyous service in the kingdom of God and will provide a secure foundation upon which to build other Christ-like character traits. I encourage you to consider their importance in the discipling of your children.
1. Holy and righteous

2. Spiritual

3. Hates evil and loves good 
4. Pure and self-disciplined

5. Fruitful and evangelistic

6. Compassionate, benevolent and generous

7. Selfless

8. Merciful and forgiving 

9. Humble

10. Wise

Without question, many other attributes, e.g., those indicated in the “fruit of the Spirit” (Galatians 5) and in the “Christian graces” (2 Peter 1), are also critical to the spiritual development of children of God, including their ability to be fruitful in the kingdom. The exclusion of such attributes from personal commentary is in no way intended to diminish their importance. 
At www.mrcc.org/spfc you will find a resource entitled “Expanded List of Character Traits.” As it indicates, it is simply a list of several other Christ-like traits from which you may select to cultivate within your child.
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Holy & Righteous 
 . . . “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty . . .” (Isa. 6:3; NIV)

. . . put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. (Eph. 4:24; NIV)
but as He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, because  it is written “Be holy, for I am holy.” (1 Pet. 1:15; NKJV)
Additional Scriptures: Lev. 19:2(b); Lev. 20:7-8; Ps. 5:4; Ps. 119:137; Prov. 12:13; Prov. 21:3, 21; Matt. 5:6;
                                       2 Cor 7:1(b)); Eph. 6:14; 1 Thess. 4:7; Heb. 12:14; 1 John 3:7

A nationwide survey conducted in 2006 revealed the following:

When pressed to describe what it means to be holy, adults gave a wide range of answers. The most
common reply was “I don’t know,” offered by one out of every five adults (21%). Other responses fell
 into categories such as “being Christ-like” (19%), making faith your top priority in life (18%), living a pure or sinless lifestyle (12%), and having a good attitude about people and life (10%). Other response categories included focusing completely on God (9%), being guided by the Holy Spirit (9%), being born again (8%), reflecting the character of God (7%), exhibiting a moral lifestyle (5%), and accepting and practicing biblical truth (5%). 
Holiness is a matter embraced by the Christian Church, but it is not one that many Americans adopt as a focal point of their faith development. This is partially because barely one-third of Americans (35%) contend that “God expects you to become holy.” A larger share of the born again public believes God has called them to holiness (46%) but that portion remains a minority of the born again population.

In the judgment of those who conducted the study, 

. . . most adults remain confused, if not daunted by the concept. . . the results portray a body of
 Christians who attend church and read the Bible, but do not understand the concept or significance of holiness, do not personally desire to be holy, and therefore do little, if anything to pursue it. However, the data identify a remnant that understands holiness, wants to live a holy life, and is engaged in its pursuit. The challenge to the nation’s Christian ministries is to foster a genuine hunger for holiness among the masses who claim they love God but who are ignorant about biblical teachings regarding holiness. (Emphasis added.)
To help them pursue holiness, we must help them comprehend and accept biblical theology regarding God, Satan, the purposes of life on earth, the nature of spiritual transformation and maturity, and the necessity of bearing spiritual fruit. (1)
Would that I could adequately grasp all that holiness and righteousness embrace! Rather, I know them as attributes which seem all too elusive and unachievable – were it not for God’s grace. Perhaps it is enough simply to invoke the name of “God” and “Christ.” Because, only then do I even begin to grasp what it means to be “holy” and “righteous.” Indeed, God, Christ and the Holy Spirit represent the only true standards which we have for assessing these traits of Deity. 

We understand that “holiness” denotes being “set apart for divine service.” As such, we may personally struggle with a definition that describes it as “sanctity” or “separation from all that is sinful or impure or morally imperfect,” as provided in Unger’s Bible Dictionary (2), for that is a definition which embodies God and Christ, not humanity and its inherent imperfections. Unger’s continues, “Holiness is one of the essential attributes of the divine nature.” Similarly, we understand that “righteousness” denotes “right or virtuous living”. Again, Unger’s reminds us that “as an attribute of God, it is united with His holiness as being essential in His nature” and that “the righteousness of Christ denotes not only His absolute perfection, but is taken for His perfect obedience to the law.” We know, too, that holiness and righteousness are the antithesis of behavior characteristic of “the evil one,” i.e., behavior grounded in worldly pursuits, behavior which reflects self-righteousness, behavior described in Proverbs 6:19 as that which is an abomination to God, behavior which fails to demonstrate compassion by ignoring those in need, etc.

I commend to you Stephen Charnock’s 17th-century classic, “The Existence and Attributes of God”, in which he explores the implications of God’s attribute of holiness. Following are some excerpts reflecting his perspective:

Whatsoever a human tongue can speak, or an angelical understanding think of the excellency of his nature and the greatness of his works, falls short of the vastness of the Divine perfection . . . The holiness of God is his glory . . . holiness is his crown . . . This is the blessedness and nobleness of his nature . . . Holiness is a glorious perfection belonging to the nature of God . . . He is a pure and unmixed light, free from all blemish in his essence, nature, and operations . . . this attribute hath an excellency above his other perfections . . . It is his glory and beauty . . . It is his very life . . . This is the crown of all his attributes, the life of all his decrees, the brightness of all his actions: nothing is decreed by him, nothing is acted by him, but what is worthy of the dignity, and becoming the honor, of this attribute . . . The holiness of God . . . is a perfect and unpolluted freedom from all evil . . . It is the rectitude or integrity of the Divine nature . . . We may, indeed, distinguish the holiness of God from his righteousness in our conceptions; holiness is a perfection absolutely considered in the nature of God; righteousness, a perfection, as referred to others, in his actions towards them and upon them . . . this property of the Divine nature is . . . an essential and necessary perfection; he is essentially and necessarily holy. It is the essential glory of his nature: his holiness is as necessary as his being; as necessary as his omniscience: as he cannot but know what is right, so he cannot but do what is just . . . He is as necessarily holy, as he is necessarily God; as necessarily without sin, as without change . . . God is only absolutely holy . . . it is the peculiar glory of his nature; as there is none good but God, so none holy but God . . . God is infinitely holy . . . He is not only holy, but holiness; holiness in the highest degree, is his sole prerogative. (3)
Certainly, of no one can it be said that he or she could ever approach the holiness and righteousness of God and Christ. And, yet, beginning at an early age, parents must somehow communicate the very essence of these traits in language understandable by children and in language which establishes an expectation within each child. When you contemplate setting high spiritual expectations for your children, there can be no higher expectation than that they pattern their lives after the example of Christ, thereby striving to be viewed by God as holy and righteous, knowing that attainment is possible only through the process of reconciliation with God. 

By failing to create the expectation, might parents relegate their children to having little more than a tacit interest in being viewed by God as holy and righteous without an abiding commitment to being “poured out as a drink offering” as was Paul (Phil. 2:17; 2 Tim. 4:6)? We see from Leviticus 19:2 that God has an expectation of holiness from His people. Do we challenge His wisdom in placing such a high expectation on us? Would the psychology of today tell us that for God to impose such a high expectation on us invites damage to our psyche? I trust God’s wisdom and judgment! I know, too, that His redemptive plan provides a way for me to be viewed as righteous through obedience to Him, just as Abraham was viewed to be righteous because of his faith demonstrated in obedience.

Court decisions are sometimes rendered on whether the plaintiff has “standing.” When no standing exists, the plaintiff’s case is subject to dismissal. Could we agree that the one who possesses only a vague interest in being viewed by God as holy and righteous is ill-equipped to both establish and sustain standing as a child of God? Consider the verdict, i.e., the “judgment of the court,” in the absence of standing! Upon achieving standing in the kingdom, might not possessing a “hungering and thirsting for righteousness” better fortify one’s relationship with God? And, might not the adorning of the “breastplate of righteousness” better protect a child of God from “the evil one”? Paul clearly states in Ephesians 6:11 that clothing oneself with the “whole armor of God” will position a child of God to “stand against the wiles [schemes] of the devil.” 

Instill within your children at an early age the desire and determination to “fix their eyes on Jesus” (Heb. 12:2) with the objective of blossoming into obedient children of God, children who are viewed both as holy and righteous in God’s sight because of having contacted the blood of His Son. Are we unable today to conceive of twelve year old children “being about their Father’s business”? Should not we expect that inherent within a child’s early development would be instruction which would ensure the child “kept increasing in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men,” living a life focused on the example of a holy Christ? I love the following proverbs:

· The path of the righteous is like the first gleam of dawn, shining brighter and brighter until the full light of day. (4:18; NIV)

· . . . he who sows righteousness gets a true reward. He who is steadfast in righteousness will attain to life . . . (11:18b-19a; NASB)

Quoting from an old TV series, “Your assignment, should you choose to accept it,” is to ensure your children understand and embrace God’s expectations regarding the traits of holiness and righteousness. Take comfort in 1 John 2:29, “If you know that He is righteous, you know that everyone who practices righteousness is born of Him.”

Do your children view you as “holy and righteous”?

Additional Scriptures: Lev. 19:2(b); Lev. 20:7-8; Ps. 5:4; Ps. 119:137; Prov. 12:13; Prov. 21:3, 21; Matt. 5:6;
                                       2 Cor 7:1(b)); Eph. 6:14; 1 Thess. 4:7; Heb. 12:14; 1 John 3:7

Notes: 
1. http://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/5-barna-update/162-the-concept-of-holiness-baffles-most-americans

2. Merrill F. Unger, Unger’s Bible Dictionary, p 494, 927 (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1967)

3. Stephen Charnock, The Existence and Attributes of God, Vol. I, p 109-116 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2005) 
Spiritual 

For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit, the things of the Spirit. For to be carnally minded is death, but to be spiritually minded is life and peace. (Rom. 8:5-6; NKJV)

. . . present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind . . . 
(Rom. 12:1(b)-2(a); NASB)

you also, as living stones, are built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices  to God through Jesus Christ. (1 Pet. 2:5; NASB)

I would posit that pursuing, acquiring and sustaining the traits of “holiness” and “righteousness,” as defined and represented by God, requires an unwavering commitment to a life of “spirituality.” While your humanity may struggle with fully comprehending the concepts of holiness and righteousness and with viewing your imperfect self as such, both you and your children may more easily apprehend the attribute of “spirituality,” i.e., being a “spiritual” person. 
But what is “spirituality”? What does being spiritual look like? Does it differ from holiness and righteousness? While I offer some thoughts for your contemplation here, I leave to you the deeper study of the concept of spirituality. Rather, I include comments here to remind you that spirituality is an essential attribute which your children need to possess.
By definition, “spiritual” and “spirituality” denote the “absence of the material,” i.e., the “non-material” part of man’s nature. However, when used attributively, definitions such as the following apply:

· sensitivity or commitment to religious values and sacred matters

· the disposition or internal condition of men which, in such a state, prepares them to recognize and properly appreciate spiritual realities

· concerned with sacred or religious things

· concerned with the soul or spirit, not with external reality

Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old & New Testament Words offers the following comments regarding “spiritual”: 

Pneumatikos “always connotes the ideas of invisibility and of power. It does not occur in the Sept. [Septuagint] nor in the Gospels; it is in fact an after-Pentecost word. In the N.T. it is used as follows: . . . (b) things that have their origin with God, and which, therefore, are in harmony with His character, as His law is, are ‘spiritual,’ Rom. 7:14 . . . (d) the purposes of God revealed in the gospel by the Holy Spirit, I Cor. 2:13a . . . (e) men in Christ who walk so as to please God are ‘spiritual,’ Gal. 6:1; I Cor. 2:13b . . . 15: 3:1; 14:37 . . . (h) the activities Godward of regenerate men are ‘spiritual sacrifices,’ I Pet. 2:5b . . .

“The spiritual man is one who walks by the Spirit both in the sense of Gal. 5:16 and in that of 5:25, and who himself manifests the fruit of the Spirit in his own ways . . . 


“According to the Scriptures, the ‘spiritual’ state of soul is normal for the believer, but to this state all believers do not attain, nor when it is attained is it always maintained. Thus the Apostle, in I Cor. 3:1-3, suggests a contrast between this spiritual state and that of the babe in Christ, i.e., of the man who because of immaturity and inexperience has not yet reached spirituality, and that of the man who by permitting jealousy, and the strife to which jealousy always leads, has lost it. The spiritual state is reached by diligence in the Word of God and in prayer; it is maintained by obedience and self-judgment. Such as are led by the Spirit are spiritual, but, of course, spirituality is not a fixed or absolute condition, it admits of growth; indeed growth in ‘the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ,’ 2 Pet 3:18, is evidence of true spirituality.”* (1)
           *From notes on Galatians by Hogg and Vine, pp. 308-310

As it relates to a disposition or internal condition, a “Spirit-filled disposition/attitude” will come only when there exists a resolve to “hunger and thirst after righteousness” (Matt. 5:6). A “Spirit-filled life” will come only when there is a commitment to acquiring the corresponding fruit of the Spirit of God (Gal. 5:22-23), to growing “in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 3:18), to presenting oneself “a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God” (Rom. 12:1), to pursuing “righteousness, godliness, faith, love, patience, gentleness” (1 Tim. 6:11), to being willing to be “poured out as a drink offering” (Phil. 2:17), etc. 
Understanding the concept of the Holy Spirit will allow you to ensure your children understand what it looks like to “walk in/by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:16) and to be “filled with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18). And, what it looks like when one is being “led by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:18) and when we “sow to the Spirit” (Gal. 6:8). Begin early to guide your children into an acquisition of Christ-like traits which are reflective of the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22-23). As early as they are able to begin to comprehend these principles, teach them – “talk of them when you sit in your house and when you lie down and when you rise up . . . write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” At about the ages of 4 and 6, our granddaughters moved into a house with a small basement beneath the garage. Our son and daughter-in-law converted the area into a play room, suitable for two sisters to “hang out.” When finished with the remodeling, encircling the room on each wall near the ceiling was hand-painted the various fruit of the Spirit, serving as a reminder to the girls each time they played in that room.  

Developing a deep love for God which so shapes a child’s behavior is indispensable for the measure of spirituality needed to yield completely to God’s will in life. Consider the potential impact resulting from the temptations of a secular society. Resisting those temptations and successfully coping with the myriad of challenges which children face in this secular society will better be accomplished if there is a firm and unrelenting resolve to be like Christ. Enter parents! You must guide your children into that love for God and into that resulting degree of commitment. You must guide them into a level of spirituality that will become an unshakable foundation. An unrelenting pursuit of the myriad of Christ-like character traits must be incorporated into their daily lives. Attributes such as holiness, righteousness, purity, consecration, chastity, compassion, etc., are just a few of the imperatives surrounding true spirituality. Again, taught and modeled by you.

The development of a spirituality rooted in the “mind of Christ” is requisite to becoming and remaining a child of God and to defeating Satan’s efforts to remove the child from the safety of abiding in Christ. You must ensure the development of such a character trait in your children. You are responsible for instilling a belief system within your child which is literally unshakable! When you accomplish that, cognitive dissonance will not be a threat! 
Christ never questioned His faith nor His understanding of His Father’s will for Him! He was never confused or indecisive about how to respond to any situation. From a child He had been properly equipped to do His Father’s will – and to enjoy it! Christ did not think He was missing anything in life just because He did not engage in behavior outside the boundaries of what He knew to be His Father’s will for Him. Thus, through the life of Christ we observe that true spirituality reflects a resolute obedience and commitment to the will of God. Ever-present in the mind of Christ and in His actions was the commitment to nothing less than complete obedience to His Father.
Perhaps the Holy Spirit writing through Paul best describes the concept of possessing the mind of Christ: 

We have not received the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom, but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words. The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man’s judgment: “For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct him?” But we have the mind of Christ. (1 Cor. 2:12-16; NIV)

It is an understatement to observe that spirituality is multi-dimensional. Yet we intellectually accept that it reaches across every facet of our conduct/behavior. Spirituality, or the absence thereof, speaks both to “who we are” and to “whose we are”! It is up to you to ensure your children have a clear, unyielding grasp of both!
My prayer is that you will, thru the teaching of spiritual concepts, guide your children to an ever deeper level of spirituality day-by-day, with the objective of concurrently developing corresponding Godly character traits. 
Of course, inquiring the same of yourself will be spiritually healthy as well, for both you and the children.

Finally, have you given any thought to how to “measure” the degree of spiritual growth in yourself and in your children? Or, and more importantly, God’s assessment of that growth? At www.mrcc/spfc you will find a couple of resources aimed at providing insight into assessing spiritual growth: A Spiritual Plan for Children: Parenting Handbook (Sect. 5A) and A Spiritual Plan for Children: Assessing a Child’s Spiritual Growth. 

Additional Scriptures: Ps. 63:1-8; Rom. 8:9(a),14; 1 Cor. 2:12-13; Gal. 5:22-23; Gal. 6:1(a); Col. 1:9(b)-10(a); 
                                        Phil. 4:8; 2 Pet. 1:5-8

Notes:

1. W. E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old & New Testament Words, p. 1077-1078 (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1997)

Hates Evil and Loves Good
You are not a God who takes pleasure in evil; with you the wicked cannot dwell. The arrogant cannot stand in your presence; you hate all who do wrong. (Ps. 5:4-5; NIV)
Let those who love the Lord, hate evil! . . . (Ps. 97:10(a); NIV)
Abhor what is evil. Cling to what is good. (Rom. 12:9(b); NKJV)

But examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which is good; abstain from every form [appearance] of evil. (1 Thess. 5:21-22; NASB)

What lessons are to be learned by parents from the above passages in identifying and emulating Godly, Christ-like, character traits? (Additional passages are listed at the bottom of this article.) Fundamentally, the lessons are to teach your children to respond to evil in the same manner in which God does. And, to teach them to respond to goodness in the same manner in which God does. One cannot read these Scriptures, and many others like them, and misunderstand how God views evil. Neither can we misunderstand how God views that which is good. 

For our purposes, let’s focus on Romans 12:9(b), “Abhor [hate] what is evil; cling [cleave] to what is good.” 
Let’s first consider the word “abhor.” (Because the word “hate” is used so frequently in today’s society, it seems to have been diluted in its meaning.) Not a word we use with any frequency. Rather, we more typically utilize its synonyms when we express our disregard or disgust for something. Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words indicates the Greek word used in Rom 12:9, i.e., apostugeo, “denotes to shudder (apo, from, here used intensively; stugeo, to hate); hence, to abhor.” Webster’s New World Dictionary defines abhor: “to shrink from in fear, disgust or hatred.” The Reader’s Digest Wordfinder indicates: “hate, loathe, detest, abominate, regard or view with repugnance or loathing or disgust, recoil or shrink from, be or stand aghast at, have no use for.” Other synonyms include despise, repulsed by, revolted by. While these definitions reflect the verb form, the Reader’s Digest Wordfinder supplies further insight into the word from the perspective of its adjective form, i.e., “abhorrent,” as noted by the following: contemptible, odious, horrid, heinous, hideous, awful, vile, repulsive, revolting, offensive, disgusting, horrifying, obnoxious.” It continues: “abhorrent to, against, in conflict with, contrary to, opposed to, averse to, resistant to, remote or distant from.” 

Do these definitions provide at least some deeper insight into what the passage in Romans 12 might be saying to us? And, yes, despising evil does translate into a character trait that God wants us to emulate.
What else do we learn from Scripture that speaks to this trait of God? We learn that it is an extension of His holiness and renders Him so pure that He cannot even look upon evil (Hab. 1:13(a)). Moreover, wickedness cannot exist in His presence. We learn that inescapably linked to the attributes of holiness, righteousness and spirituality is the attribute of “abhors/hates evil.” We discover that there is a direct correlation between wisdom and one’s attitude toward evil, i.e., that a wise man “fears and departs from evil” (Prov. 14:16). A logical conclusion would be that to do otherwise would render one a fool, i.e., by definition, a stupid person! We learn that friendship with the world is hatred/hostility/enmity toward God (James 4:4). Not a desirable relationship! We observe that God is clear in His expectation that those who love Him must hate evil. And, we observe His attitude toward sin (evil) as His only Son hanged on that cross outside Jerusalem. 

The several passages cited remind us not only of God’s attitude toward evil, but also of His expectation for His children. Get the picture? There is so much a child needs to be taught regarding this issue and you must be committed to teaching it. Train up your children to hate evil, to loathe evil, to detest evil. Guiding your children in the development of this trait will bring them ever closer to a God who, Himself, “hates evil.” 

Does this reflect your attitude toward evil, i.e., toward sin, i.e., toward that behavior which would separate you from God? Do your children witness this attribute in you? If “Yes!”, then having emulated the attribute of God represented by hating evil, Paul’s further instruction in Romans 12:9 is to also emulate the trait of God represented by “clinging/cleaving to what is good.” Quite a contrast in how to respond to God’s grace! 

Now let’s take a look at “cling” or “cleave.” Although Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words offers no definition for “cling,” it states that the Greek word for cleave, kollao, denotes “to join fast together, to glue, cement.” Webster’s New World Dictionary defines “cleave” as “to adhere, cling; to be faithful (to),” while defining “cling” as “to adhere; stick; hold fast by or as by embracing or entwining; to be or stay near, as if holding fast.” And, while Reader’s Digest Wordfinder provides essentially the same definition for “cleave,” it offers a more extensive definition for “cling”: “adhere, stick, or hold on (by means of stickiness, suction, grasping, or embracing); remain persistently or stubbornly faithful (to a friend, habit, idea, etc.); maintain one’s grasp, keep hold, resist separation; remain devoted to or attached to, embrace, hang on to, retain, keep, cherish; stick or stay together, clasp one another, clutch one another, hold fast to one another, grasp one another.”  

Remember, “He who does good is of God, but he who does evil has not seen God” (3 John 11(b)). Just as God holds dear to Himself that which is good, so must His children. Again, you must ensure that your children witness this attribute in you. God’s children are to “think about” or meditate on those things which are pure and virtuous (Phil. 4:8). Such is the nature of God. If your children are to emulate God, they must grasp what is good, cherish it and “hold on for dear life”! Teach them to enjoy what is good and to pursue it. The rewards of doing so are without description. (Note that the responsibility for “clinging” is not that of the “clingee,” i.e., the article or item to which one is clinging. Rather, the responsibility is that of the “clinger.”) Controlled action is required if your children are to “cling/cleave to what is good.” Let nothing separate your children from what is “good”!

In his discussion of God’s attribute of holiness, Stephen Charnock offers a perspective of God’s attitude toward “unholiness”:

God is so holy, that he cannot possibly approve of any evil done by another, but doth perfectly abhor it; it would not else be glorious holiness . . . he abhors it necessarily . . . A love of holiness cannot be without a hatred of everything that is contrary to it . . . Since he is infinitely good, he cannot but love goodness, as it is a resemblance to himself, and cannot but abhor unrighteousness, as being most distant from him, and contrary to him. If he have any esteem for his own perfections, he must needs have an implacable aversion to all that is so repugnant to him . . . Sin is the only primary object of his displeasure: he is not displeased with the nature of man as man, for that was derived from him; but with the nature of man as sinful, which is from the sinner himself . . . the more any creature is sanctified, the more is he advanced in the abhorrence of that which is contrary to holiness; therefore, God being the highest, most absolute and infinite holiness, doth infinitely, and therefore intensely, hate unholiness; being infinitely righteous, doth infinitely abhor unrighteousness; being infinitely true, doth infinitely abhor falsity . . . if he should in the least instant approve of anything that is filthy, in that moment he would disapprove of his own nature and being . . . (1)
Did you notice the quote from Charnock, “. . . the more any creature is sanctified, the more is he advanced in the abhorrence of that which is contrary to holiness . . .”?
Enter parents! What a remarkable accomplishment will be yours when you, with God’s assistance, have developed within your children Christ-like traits which display a disgust and a hatred toward sin, while persistently and stubbornly “resisting separation from” and “holding fast to” that which is good! How much grief and emotional pain would be avoided if those who would be God’s people abhorred sin!
So, what does it look like to “train up a child in the way he should go”? Can we not say that it “looks like” instilling within the child a hatred for sin and a love for virtue/good, manifest in attributes of holiness, righteousness, spirituality, the abhorrence of evil and cherishing what is good?

Try it. You’ll love it! And, both you and your child will be “eternally” blessed!

Additional Scriptures: Ps. 34:14(a), 15-16; Psa. 37: 27; Prov. 8:13; Prov. 14:16; Isa. 5:20; Hab. 1:13(a); 
                                       Matt. 5:16; John 3:19-21; Rom. 12:21; Phil. 4:8; Col. 3:1-3, 5; 1 Tim. 6:18; Titus 2:7;
                                       Heb. 12:1(b)-2(a); James 1:21; James 4:4, 7; 1 Pet. 3:11; 1 John 2:15-17; 3 John 11

Notes: 

1. Stephen Charnock, The Existence and Attributes of God, Vol. I, p 118-121 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2005)

Pure & Self-disciplined 


Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. (Ps. 51:10; NIV)

“Blessed are the pure in heart, For they shall see God.” (Matt. 5:8; NKJV)

But the fruit of the Spirit is . . . self-control. (Gal. 5:22(a), 23(a)) 
Flee also youthful lusts; but pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart. (2 Tim. 2:22)
While God and you are developing within your children the Christ-like traits of holiness, righteousness, spirituality, abhorrence toward evil and clinging to what is good, you will no doubt find it appropriate, if not essential, to simultaneously guide them in the development of the trait of purity, i.e., purity of heart, purity of thought, purity of conduct and the closely related trait of self-discipline, i.e., self-control. 

Quoting from “The Existence and Attributes of God” by Stephen Charnock:

The notion of a God cannot be entertained without separating from him whatsoever is impure and bespotting both in his essence and actions . . . It is a contradiction to be God and to be darkness, or to have one mote of darkness mixed with his light . . . As sincerity is the luster of every grace in a Christian, so is purity the splendor of every attribute in the Godhead . . . If every attribute of the Deity were a distinct member, purity would be the form, the soul, the spirit to animate them . . . He values purity in his creatures, and detests all impurity, whether inward or outward . . . He is possessed of an infinite wisdom, and adorned with an infinite purity; and being infinitely pure, cannot have the least mixture of impurity . . . Purity is as requisite to the blessedness of God, as to the being of God . . . None are partakers of the Divine blessedness that are not partakers of the Divine nature . . . (1)

Without embarking on a study of the etymology comparing “holy” vs. “pure,” let’s briefly examine the relationship between the two words, which in some instances appear essentially synonymous, e.g., those occasions in which the same Greek root word is applicable when translating the two words. (Charnock essentially uses the words synonymously in discussing God’s attribute of holiness/purity.) The same is apparently true of “chaste” and “sanctified.” While “holy” (adjective form hagios) is more comprehensive, we conclude that inherent within a “holy” life is displayed the spiritual attribute of “purity” (hagnos in one of its adjective forms). Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words indicates that the several Greek words which are translated “pure, pureness, purity, chaste” are variously defined as “pure from defilement, not contaminated; unalloyed; used of moral and ethical purity; pure from every fault, immaculate; pure from carnality, modest; pure, as being cleansed; chastity which excludes all impurity of spirit, manner or act.” (2)  

“Purer in heart, O God, help me to be.” (3) The words of that celebrated and timeless hymn perhaps communicate a deeper message than we sometimes credit it with doing. I submit to you that a commitment to purity of thought and purity of conduct grows out of a pure heart. Christ makes this clear in His discourse with the Pharisees in Matthew 12:34-35, in response to a question from Peter in Matthew 15:15-20 and again in His parable regarding spiritual blindness in Luke 6:39-45, which he concludes by saying “A good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth good; and an evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth evil. For out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks.” 

Because in His wisdom He understands the benefits, God both expects and desires that His children possess a pure heart. A pure heart opens the gates to a broad, broad range of growth opportunities in serving God and functioning effectively in His kingdom. Consider the correlation between a pure heart and the desire to present oneself “a living and holy sacrifice . . .” Forgiveness is purity of conduct achievable by purity of heart. Turning the other cheek and loving our enemies exemplify purity of conduct borne out of a pure heart. The list goes on.

Emphasize the attributes of purity, chastity and modesty to your children. By the way, these attributes apply both to boys and to girls. Talk to your children regarding the need to please God by keeping themselves pure and not engaging in behavior which degrades their bodies and souls in the sight of God. Instruct them regarding how to respond to any inappropriate behavior from a boyfriend or girlfriend. Paramount in making choices is to remember that God expects His children to “conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Phil. 1:27; NASB). Do your children understand the breadth of this expectation? Development of the related Christ-like traits discussed here is vital to responding to that passage.

The challenges of resisting what may otherwise seem an attractive secular culture will grow ever greater for your children. When their peers deem that which is impure as “cool” or “a blast” or “awesome,” an understanding of God’s expectations regarding purity and recognizing the fallacy of such a perception by those peers will be necessary to undergird and provide strength for the child.

Such a level of spirituality as epitomized by purity requires self-discipline. 

However, before children can exercise self-discipline, they must be disciplined by those who love them. Scripture is replete with passages instructing parents regarding the wisdom and necessity of disciplining their children. Do not ignore God’s admonition in this critical element of “training up a child.” In your preparation to return your children to God, you owe it to Him and to the children to establish the necessary boundaries which will equip them to make right decisions on their own.

A disciplined life will enable your children to successfully deal with the trappings of immodesty, impurity, sensuality and sexual immorality in their various forms. Behavior in the form of lasciviousness, carousing, pre-marital sex, etc., has no place in the life of a child of God. The struggle which exists, as Paul describes it in Galatians 5:17, between the flesh and the Spirit must be won by the Spirit in the life of the Christian. Ensure your children understand the “spiritual verdict/sentence,” i.e., eternal separation from God, for those who lose the struggle and engage in the “deeds of the flesh” as listed in Galatians 5:19-21, Romans 2:28-32, and elsewhere. (Galatians 5:21 indicates that “those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.”)  

Finally, validating the wisdom of God (as if it were needed), researchers have concluded that “religion” is important in providing a foundation for children’s responses in matters of purity. Summarizing the findings of several such studies, the July, 2009, issue of the AFA Journal concludes the following:

Religion thus becomes a way in which kids are taught that they live in an ordered universe and have an ultimate place in it. The fact that there are transcendent beliefs, values and morals that are to direct and focus their lives becomes extremely helpful, especially when pressures build to take risks. (4)
Begin early to teach your child God’s expectations regarding a pure and disciplined life! And, as always, ensure that you are modeling those same spiritual character traits.

Additional Scriptures: Ps. 24:3-4; Psa. 51:10; Prov. 15:26; Prov. 23:23; Prov. 25:28; Phil. 4:8; 1 Tim. 2:9-10; 
                                       1 Tim. 4:12; 1 Tim. 5:22(b); 2 Tim. 1:7; Titus 2:12; 1 Pet. 1:13; 1 Pet. 5:18; 
                                       2 Pet. 1:5-7; 1 John 3:3

Notes:

1. Stephen Charnock, The Existence and Attributes of God, Vol I, p 111, 113, 115, 126, 138 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2005)

2. W. E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old & New Testament Words, p. 903 (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1997) 
3. Mrs. A. L. Davison, J.H. Fillmore, Purer in Heart, O God, Songs of the Church, 21st Century Edition, Compiled and Edited by Alton H. Howard, p 443 (West Monroe, LA: Howard Publishing Co., INC.)

4. American Family Association Journal, July, 2009 

Fruitful and Evangelistic
The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life, and he who wins souls is wise. (Prov. 11:30; NIV)

“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you . . .” (Matt. 28:19-20(a); NKJV)

. . . ‘Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away; and every branch that bears fruit, He prunes, that it may bear more fruit.” (John 15:1(b); NKJV)
As evidenced by His life and His death, it is an understatement of infinite proportion to say that Jesus Christ loved the lost! (He still does!) Christians aspiring to emulate the attributes of God need to routinely remind themselves that “God so loved the world . . . ,” that Jesus came “to seek and to save that which was lost” and that “while we were still sinners Christ died for us.” Hopefully, such a reminder might fuel in your children a love for the lost and thereby instill within them a determined effort to “bear fruit.”    

I marvel at and am humbled by those who devote their lives to preaching the gospel, especially those motivated by a desire to preach to those outside of Christ. They seem to look at individuals and view them differently than many of us in that they immediately see someone in need of reconciliation with God. The story is told of an evangelist who lived in St. Louis, Missouri, and who, together with others from the congregation, went to the Gateway Arch one July 4th to view the fireworks. While others were enjoying the fireworks and amazed by the size of the crowd, the evangelist offered that he would give anything to be able to preach to that crowd. This same evangelist was well known for his Bible studies with individuals, from which many became Christians. 

If your children can just once experience the joy of having influenced a friend, an acquaintance, a family member, etc., to be buried with Christ and become a new person in Him, they will doubtless be motivated to want to experience it again, and again. Encourage them to be bold in sharing Christ with others. By beginning at an early age, the desire to share with others the spiritual blessings in Christ will accompany the children throughout their lives. Accordingly, much fruit can be produced over a lifetime. 

In addition to the personal joy experienced from having participated in guiding someone to a life-changing, make that eternity-changing, decision, there is yet another benefit. In order to influence another, our conduct must be “worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Phil. 1:27) and prove ourselves “to be blameless and pure, children of God in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life . . .” (Phil. 2:15-16 (a); NIV). Thus, efforts to bear fruit will prompt children to consciously focus on their own lives with a view toward living as God would have them.
Further, progress in “bearing fruit” is achieved by “pruning/purging/cleansing,” which God is pleased to accomplish, according to John 15:2. Albert Barnes in his commentary on The Gospel According to John, offers the following regarding bearing fruit: 


To bear fruit is to show by our lives that we are under the influence of the religion of Christ, and that that religion produces in us its appropriate effects, Ga. v. 22,23. It is also to live so as to be useful to others. As a vineyard is worthless unless it bears fruit that may promote the happiness or subsistence of man, so the Christian principle would be worthless unless Christians should live so that others may be made holy and happy by their example and labours, and so that the world may be brought to the cross of the Savior.


God purifies all true Christians so that they may be more useful. He takes away that which hindered their usefulness; teaches them; quickens them; revives them; makes them more pure in motive and in life . . . in sanctifying them, purifying their motives, teaching them the beauty of holiness, and inducing them to devote themselves more to him. He does this by taking away what opposes their usefulness, however much they may be attached to it, or however painful to part with it; as a vine-dresser will often feel himself compelled to lop off a branch that is large, apparently thrifty, and handsome, but which bears no fruit and which shades or injures those which do . . . He removes the objects which bind their affections, and which render them inactive. (1)
I also like what Guy N. Woods says in his commentary on The Gospel According to John:

Fruit-bearing branches of the Lord (his disciples) are “cleansed” by discipline, teaching, training, and growth to produce more fruit. Fruit, for the Christian, is specified in Gal.5:22, 23, and involves all the good works expected of those who are wholly dedicated to the Lord. The purpose is to bear as much fruit as possible. The “cleansing” of the branch (by which is meant the same thing as pruning) is designed to accomplish this result. (2)
While the emphasis for this character trait is on bearing fruit by producing other Christians, certainly the fruit of the Spirit, as referenced by both commentaries, as well as other Christian fruit, is expected of the faithful child of God. Is there an infallible formula for bearing fruit in our lives, whether it is producing other Christians or producing spiritual growth in our own life? The Holy Spirit seems to think so, as He instructed the apostle Peter to write in 2 Peter 1:5-8 (NKJV):

But also for this very reason, giving all diligence, add to your faith virtue, to virtue knowledge, to knowledge self-control, to self-control perseverance, to perseverance godliness, to godliness brotherly kindness, and to brotherly kindness love. For if these things are yours and abound, you will be neither barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.    
Have you made it your practice to “see” others as being in need of reconciliation with God? Have your children ever heard you petition God to deepen your love and concern for those outside of Christ? Do you have conversations at home regarding specific individuals whom the family might attempt to influence to become Christians? Has the family designed a plan to accomplish that goal? Have your children witnessed you in study with someone to guide them into a relationship with God? Have they ever heard you ask God to prune you so that you might bear more fruit? Are you prepared for the responses?

The power to reach the lost lies in the Word of God, planted and watered by His people. 


Guide your children, by example, in experiencing the joy of sharing Christ and bearing fruit.
Additional Scriptures: Ps. 51:12-13; Ps. 126:5-6; Dan. 12:3; Matt. 4:19; Matt. 13:23; Mark 16:15-16; 
                                       Luke 19:10; John 3:16; John 9:2(a); John 15:16(a); Acts 5:20; Rom. 5:8; 1 Tim. 1:15; 
                                       2 Pet 1:5-8

 Notes:
1. Albert Barnes, The Gospel According to John, p 336-337 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House Company, 2005)

2. Guy N. Woods, The Gospel According to John, p 322 (Nashville, TN: Gospel Advocate Co., 1981)

Compassionate, Benevolent and Generous
If there is a poor man with you, one of your brothers . . . you shall not harden your heart, nor close your hand from your poor brother; but you shall freely open your hand to him, and shall generously lend him sufficient for his need in whatever he lacks . . . You shall freely open your hand to your brother, to your needy and poor in your land. (Deut. 15:7-8, 11(b); NASB)

Is this not the fast that I have chosen: To loose the bonds of wickedness, To undo the heavy burdens . .  And that you break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, And that you bring to your house the poor who are cast out; When you see the naked, that you cover him . . . ? (Isa. 58:6-7; NKJV)

And so, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; (Col. 3:12; NASB)

Residing beneath the umbrella of “fruit-bearing” dwell and operate a host of Godly character traits, including acts of compassion, benevolence and generosity.

“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45; NKJV). Jesus truly modeled, for all to witness, the attributes of compassion, benevolence and generosity, as evidenced in the many ways in which he met the needs of those whom he encountered and as evidenced even more representatively by the giving of His life for the sins of mankind. Developing within your children a heart of compassion, benevolence and generosity which is manifested in meeting the needs of others will allow them to more closely resemble the Christ.

When Christ ministered in Galilee to the multitudes and to the leper, when he healed the blind men near Jericho, when he raised the widow’s son in Nain and raised Lazarus at Bethany, he modeled what godly compassion, benevolence and generosity look like. His responses were more than simply satisfying an expectation of His Father, i.e., knowing it was something He should do as God’s Son, but feeling neither sympathy nor empathy for the beneficiaries of His compassionate acts. Rather, He was emotionally stirred and moved to respond because His very nature would permit Him to do nothing less. He assessed each situation and took appropriate action. He saw within each situation a specific need, whether physical or spiritual, characterizing the need on one occasion as that of sheep needing a shepherd. He focused on relieving the condition creating the burden. He was not only benevolent with His power as he responded to each respective situation, but He was generous in the responses, including unselfishly giving of His own time and physical energy. Similarly, Christians need to infuse within our very being these attributes, such that they are simply representative of who and whose we are. 

The apostle Paul wrote in Ephesians 2:10 (NIV), “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” In Jeremiah 22:16 (NASB) we read, “He pled the cause of the afflicted and needy; Then it was well. Is not that what it means to know me? declares the Lord.” And in Isaiah 58:10-11 (NIV) we find, “. . . if you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed . . . the Lord will guide you always; he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land . . . You will be like a well-watered garden, like a spring whose waters never fail.” 

There’s more! Paul, writing to Titus (2:14), speaking of Christ says, “who gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us . . . and purify for Himself His own special people, zealous for good works.” Did you get that? Christ died so God’s people would be eager, fervent, enthusiastic, diligent, persistent, etc. about doing good deeds. He didn’t die to merely make good works possible. He wants His disciples to pursue them. “Why?” you ask! Consider what He said in Matthew 5:16 (NASB): “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”

Many opportunities exist within our society to display these attributes. They present themselves in a myriad of forms, ranging from those whom we encounter on our city streets and sidewalks requesting financial assistance to children who have been removed from the wreckage of a dysfunctional home to unwed mothers attempting to recover from unhealthy personal choices to physically and/or emotionally injured military personnel who are also in grave financial circumstances and unable to find employment to husbands and wives struggling to keep their homes in tact to . . . the list goes on and on and . . . .  

Do not deprive your children of experiencing the joy of responding to the needs of others. Do not deprive them of engaging in behavior characteristic of God and His Son. Do not deprive them of the opportunity to “walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects . . .” (Col. 1:10(a); NASB). Do not deprive yourself of the satisfaction of observing your children displaying acts of compassion, benevolence and generosity. Permit me a brief personal reference when I tell you that one of your proudest moments will be when you observe your children attending to the needs of others, when you see them involved in the lives of people who do not have the ability to make good judgments for themselves, when you witness them making personal sacrifices on behalf of others, when you know that they are exhibiting attributes of compassion, benevolence and generosity which were characteristic of their Savior, etc. 

Again, with proper guidance and example, children can aspire to possess these admirable and rewarding attributes. Such aspiration can be reflected in the child’s career choice. It can be demonstrated in the sharing of financial blessings. It can be cultivated in the allocation of time where personal involvement is required. It can be nourished through a variety of selfless actions. 

Show your child what it looks like to “do good works,” including being compassionate, benevolent, and generous!

Additional Scriptures: Ps. 41:1; Ps. 111:4(b); Psa. 116:5; Prov. 14:21(b), 31; Prov. 19:17; Prov. 21:13; 
                                        Prov. 22:9; Jer. 22:16; Matt. 9:36; Matt. 14:14; Matt. 19:21; Matt. 20:34; 
                                        Matt. 34:30-40; Luke 7:13; Acts 20:35(b); Gal. 2:10; James 1:27; James 5:11(b);
                                        1 John 3:17

Selfless
Do not eat the bread of a selfish man, or desire his delicacies. For as he thinks within himself, so is he. 
(Prov. 23:6-7(a); NASB)

“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:45; NKJV)

Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness [humility: NASB] of mind let each esteem others better than himself. Let each of look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others. (Phil. 2:3-4; NKJV)
As with holiness and righteousness, selflessness is a Christ-like trait to be diligently pursued with a “spiritual passion.” 
If you examine the more traditional translations/versions of Scripture, you will find it difficult, dare I say impossible, to find the word “selfless” in any passage. You can expect comparable results if you reference familiar Bible dictionaries. Surprised? Similarly, the words “unselfish” and “selflessness” are not to be found. (“Selfish” is found in some translations, albeit typically in less than 10 passages. “Self-will(ed)” is encountered even less frequently. You can also expect to find “self-will” in some Bible dictionaries.) 

So why choose to comment on an attribute not explicitly designated in Scripture? I hope the answer is as obvious to you as it seems to be to me. First, because the principle of selflessness exists throughout Scripture, most notably exemplified by Deity. Therefore, if for no other reason, anyone seeking to pattern one’s life and corresponding behavior after Deity should also possess the attribute of selflessness. Second, whereas selflessness brings fulfillment to one’s life, the antithesis of selflessness, i.e., selfishness, can be physically, emotionally and spiritually destructive to your children. 

Selfless is defined simply as “disregarding oneself or one’s own interests; unselfish.” A scant few words to describe this attribute of the Creator, but oh so difficult to infuse into His created beings! 

Selflessness is an underlying attribute which engenders other desirable attributes such as charitableness, generosity, compassion, thoughtfulness, self-sacrifice, etc.  And, while not synonymous, the relationship between selflessness and humility also seems evident. As with humility, selflessness requires the placement of the interest of others above oneself. To yield the most desirable Christ-like behavior, selflessness must be accompanied by love, concern for others, an attitude of submissiveness, desiring the best for others, etc. How can one be selfless while possessing attitudes driven by pride and arrogance? Those undesirable attributes can encumber our efforts to be selfless. Selflessness cannot co-exist with pride and arrogance. They are mutually exclusive attributes.

Regarding the selflessness of Deity, perhaps we first think of Christ. What more vivid example exists of someone who “disregarded oneself or one’s own interests”? Examine His life and you will see what it looks like to be selfless. He gave of Himself, e.g., of His power, His energy, His knowledge of His Father’s will, His physical body, His very breath, etc. Moreover, God Himself demonstrated the same attribute in providing a means by which the created could become heirs with His Son in His kingdom. And what about the selfless promise to share His home with His faithful children throughout eternity? Could one not also postulate that the same attribute was evident in the Holy Spirit as He participated in implementing God’s plan? Examples of Deity’s selflessness would fill volumes. Wait a minute! It has – 66 books!
But is being selfless really that important an attribute for your children to develop? Is it really that important in being what God wants them to be? In a word, “Yes”! Selflessness manifests itself in many ways. It makes it easier for us to submit to the will of God, thereby placing His will above our own. Selflessness in a Christian is characterized by self-sacrifice for Christ and His kingdom, renunciation of all things which encumber us in serving Him, not seeking our own gratification but placing others’ needs above our own, not engaging in behavior which would be detrimental to a weak brother or sister, restraining the appetites, etc. Concurrently, selflessness fosters a more obedient child in response to parents’ will for the child, contributing to a home environment desired by God. 

It is absolutely imperative that you model selfless behavior for your children. Selflessness requires practice. Participate with your children in selfless behavior. Identify activities which reinforce selfless behavior. Observing your selfless behavior is vital to support the teaching of your children. Instruction by example will better facilitate the transfer of knowledge into action. Selflessness is more likely to be imitated when observed, rather than when only rhetorically advocated. 
On the other hand, “selfishness” is the antithesis of “selflessness.” Reflect on the definition of selfish: “deficient in consideration for others; concerned chiefly with one’s own personal profit or pleasure; actuated by self-interest.” Compare the synonyms of selfless with those of selfish: inconsiderate, thoughtless, self-indulgent, self-aggrandizing, uncharitable, self-seeking, self-loving, self-absorbed, self-interested, self-serving, etc. Get the picture? I hope so. Because, as a parent responsible for the spiritual development of your children, ensuring they “leave the nest” as selfless children of God should be an unyielding priority. 
Consider the impact of selfishness. What if God, Christ and the Holy Spirit were selfish? Why create the heavens and the earth? Why create man? Why bother sending Christ? Consider the impact of selfishness on relationships, including one’s relationship with God. Members of a family, either physical or spiritual, cannot fulfill their respective roles while being selfish. The body of Christ will be impeded, i.e., it cannot function as God intended if its individual members are selfish. Being self-willed eliminates an otherwise qualified man from serving as an overseer/elder/shepherd in the church (Titus 1:7). Fathers, husbands, wives, children cannot fulfill God’s expectations of their roles within the family while being selfish.  

Imagine how different life would be if all of humanity were selfless! Regrettably, selfishness is prevalent everywhere one turns. Whereas selflessness fosters cooperation, selfishness fosters discord and conflict. We have only to look at our society to realize the destructive effects of focusing on self. Selfishness is deeply rooted in the “religion” of Humanism. This “religion” derives its danger primarily because of its focus on self. While there is a “great gulf” between selflessness and Humanism, the bridge linking selfishness to Humanism is too easily traversed. And, the toll paid on the other side can be devastating to one’s “spiritual pocketbook.” Quoting from Christianity or Humanism:

Humanism produces self-worship in many forms and even though Christian faith recognizes self, it calls for self-denial and selflessness. However, Humanism promotes self-esteem, self-integration, self-determination, and self-actualization – ideals that have produced a very selfish society. Selfishness seeks hedonistic lifestyles through homosexuality, pornography, gambling, drug abuse and the like. Selfishness produces divorce and is the primary motivation for abortion. In our society, selfishness has become a virtue. (1)

Contemplate the impact of selfishness on society, but more importantly on the church. Contrast that with what the world would look like if everyone were selfless. Consider the positive results of selflessness vs. the negative results of selfishness. Teach your children accordingly! 

Additional Scriptures: Prov. 18:1; Mark 10:35-37; Luke 14:33; John 3:16; Rom. 5:6; Rom. 14:21; Rom. 15:1; 
                                       1 Cor 10:24; 1 Cor. 13:5; 2 Cor. 8:9; Gal. 5:19(a), 20(b); Phil. 2:21; Heb. 2:9; 
                                       James 3:16

Notes:

1. Robert L. Waggoner, Christianity or Humanism Which Will You Choose?, p 23 (Huntsville, AL: Publishing Designs, Inc., 2007)

Merciful and Forgiving
“Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful . . . Forgive, and you will be forgiven.”(Luke 6:36, 37(b); NIV)

B kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.
 (Eph. 4:32; NIV) 

For judgment is without mercy to the one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment. 
(James 2:13; NKJV)
Recognizing the close relationship, both in English and in the Greek, between compassion and mercy, the intent here is to consider the attribute of being merciful in the context of forbearance shown to others, especially as it influences forgiveness of others. 

You will have many opportunities to teach your children the need for being merciful and forgiving. Not only will situations impact them, but you as well. They will challenge you as a parent to respond as God would have you. Depending on the age of your children, you may have already experienced such occasions. There will be many opportunities for both you and the children to grow! The good news regarding these opportunities is found in James 1:2-3 (NIV), “Consider it pure joy . . . whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance [endurance: NASB].”

Children learn at too early an age that other children are not always as kind as they should be. Such knowledge is the result of their having been the recipient of unkind behavior. Regrettably, similar experiences will occur even throughout adulthood. Thus, the need to inculcate early within children the Christ-like trait of being merciful and forgiving.  

Once again, we have only to look to the Supreme Model to gain insight into what it looks like to be merciful and forgiving. When we do, we find that love is the foundational attribute for these two traits. Not just any form of love, but unconditional love. The same love bestowed upon mankind by our Father. Love compels a person to do that which he otherwise would never do. If you can teach your children to love when people are unlovable, major steps will have been taken toward developing the attributes of “merciful” and “forgiving.” And, in doing so, they will better understand how our Creator loves His creation, even when unlovable.

This seems an appropriate place to cite a few select passages relating to these attributes:

“. . . whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also.” (Matt. 5:39; NIV)

“If anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have your cloak also.” (Matt. 5:40; NIV)

“. . . love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you.” (Matt. 5:44; NIV)

“. . .Lord , how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Up to seven times?” Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven.”  (Matt. 18:21-22; NIV)

Someone has characterized these types of Scriptures as “hard teachings” because of how difficult they are for most to follow. The required response seems to run counter to natural human behavior, i.e., “human nature.” Might it be said that Christ wanted “magnanimous” behavior from His disciples? He knew that His expectations surrounding these new principles for living were different. His “Sermon on the Mount” is replete with “But I say to you . . .” It is Christ’s expectation that in situations such as these that His disciples respond with “atypical human behavior,” i.e., that the behavior be “natural divine behavior,” i.e., Spirit-filled behavior. I remind you of the passage in Matthew 23:23 which provides Christ’s reaction when one “tithes spices,” while neglecting the “weightier matters,” i.e., justice, mercy and faith. 

How many times have we, via our behavior, “slapped God on the cheek”? What if He slapped back every time we deserved it? I am reminded of imagery from a magazine advertisement during my youth of the “bully” on the beach kicking sand into the face of the “weakling.” Because of that imagery, I sometimes ask myself if I, by my behavior, have essentially “kicked sand in Jesus’ face.” In so doing, do I not expect Christ to “turn the other cheek”? How many times have we sinned against God and expected Him to forgive us? The mercy which God has showered upon humanity, especially His people, since the creation is infinite, i.e., it is immeasurable and unimaginable. 

Acts of mercy and forgiveness toward those who wrong us may comprise the least practiced behaviors in our secular society, where the “body particular” seems unacquainted with the concepts. Let it not be said that your children are unacquainted with God’s expectations of how they are to respond to mistreatment by others. Such instances certainly present the opportunity to ask that now familiar question, “What would/did Jesus do?” How children respond to these “hard teachings” as life presents them will be a measure of spiritual growth and will be candidates for recording in the “Treasured Moments/Memories” section of your child’s spiritual plan.

Additional Scriptures: Neh. 9:17(b); Ps. 145:8; Dan. 9:9; Mic. 6:6; Matt. 5:7; Matt. 6:14-15; Matt. 23:23; 
                                       Eph. 2:4-5; Col. 3:13; Titus 3:5
Humble
Everyone proud in heart is an abomination to the Lord; . . . Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall. (Prov. 16:5(a), 18; NKJV)

This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at My word. (Isa. 66:2(b); NIV)

Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus, . . . coming in the likeness of men. And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross. (Phil. 2:5, 7(b)-8; NKJV)

Humility: consistently one of humanity’s most elusive attributes. Rarely do we hear someone who has achieved notable wealth or fame described as humble. Our society just doesn’t seem to consider humility as “cool.”  Rather, we frequently hear, especially it seems within the political discourse, the word “hubris” applied to individuals. Too often we observe that very attribute of “arrogant pride” in those who most need to exhibit humility. Regrettably, there is an abundance of hubris and arrogant pride displayed in our society.

Humility: one of Christ’s most esteemed attributes. In addition to love and a steadfast resolve to do His Father’s will, humility is perhaps the single most compelling attribute which freed Him to not only leave heaven for a time, but to endure life on earth culminating in the “humiliation” of the cross, so that mankind could have the promise of reconciliation with His Father. What if Christ had been too proud to come to earth? What if He had said “Thanks, but no thanks.”? Fortunately, He “did not regard equality with God something to be grasped, but emptied Himself” (Phil. 2:6; NASB). He was not encumbered with pride! Whereas the rich man in Matthew 19:16-22 was encumbered with wealth, Christ, who possessed the greatest riches of all, was disposed to humble Himself, as evidenced by his willingness to forego His riches, to leave the presence of His Father and the Holy Spirit, and to come to earth in the form of humanity. How humiliating! Can you think of anything more humiliating than to take on the form and life of a man! 

How are God’s children to demonstrate their humility? Your children need to know the answer and be prepared when circumstances dictate. 
Consider Albert Barnes commentary on Philippians 2:8:
It is important to remember, in all our meditations on the Saviour, that it was the same Being who had been invested with so much glory in heaven, that appeared on earth in the form of a man . . . He had not only laid aside the symbols of his glory (ver.7) and become a man; but when he was a man, he humbled himself. Humiliation was a constant characteristic of him as a man. He did not aspire to high honours; he did not affect pomp and parade; he did not demand the service of a train of menials; but he condescended to the lowest conditions of life . . . In the former case (ver.7), when he became a man, he “emptied himself,” or laid aside the symbols of his glory; now, when a man, he humbled himself. That is, though he was God appearing in the form of man – a divine person on earth – yet he did not assume and assert the dignity and prerogatives appropriate to a divine being, but put himself in a condition of obedience. For such a being to obey law, implied voluntary humiliation; and the greatness of his humiliation was shown by his becoming entirely obedient, even till he died on the cross . . . It was a characteristic of the Redeemer that he yielded perfect obedience to the will of God. Should it be said that, if he was God himself, he must have been himself the lawgiver, we may reply that this rendered his obedience the more wonderful and meritorious . . . The highest honour that has been shown to the law of God on earth was, that it was perfectly observed by him who made the law – the  great Mediator. (1)
Consider God’s view toward humility, and toward its antithesis, i.e., pride. God’s view toward pride must be understood by your children. Expressed unambiguously, God hates arrogance, haughtiness and pride! Proverbs 16:5 provides an unfiltered view of God’s perspective of pride: “Everyone proud in heart is an abomination to them Lord”! Can you imagine how impossible it is for God to accept hubris in individuals when His own Son humbled Himself! “God is opposed to the proud but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6(b); NASB). His expectation is that His children “do justly, love mercy and walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). Those who humble themselves as children are viewed as “greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:4). He who humbles himself will be exalted in God’s eyes. He requires that His children walk humbly with Him. He esteems the humble and contrite in spirit. In Psalms 51, David acknowledges that “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, a broken and contrite heart – these, O God, You will not despise.” I would postulate that one cannot possess a broken spirit and be contrite without being humble. One cannot mourn over sin while being proud. Contrition and pride are mutually exclusive! Similarly, can we not also postulate that love and pride are mutually exclusive? So says the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 13:4, “love . . . is not proud.” What will our behavior look like when love and humility become the compelling “forces” in our character? Ask Christ!
Do you understand that humility is not an option? The abundance of Scriptures addressing humility clearly indicate it is an attribute which children of God are to possess. However, the struggle and desire for recognition, position and power witnessed today places humility some distance from the top of attributes respected within our secular society. Regrettably, pride has also been the offender within the church, causing irreparable damage within congregations of the Lord’s people.  

Your challenge will be to assist your children in shunning the alternatives to humility, while embracing a desire for character trait which is one of the most distinctive when describing God’s Son. Teach them “not to think of [them]selves more highly than [they] ought to think” (Rom. 3:a). One can possess neither the mind nor the character of Christ without humility! And, need I counsel you to model this attribute for your children? What might I say to impress upon you how utterly critical it is for children to observe humility in their parents? Please give serious consideration to “what humility looks like.” And, please give serious thought to what hubris/arrogance/pride look like. Ensure the decisions you make regarding every aspect of life reflect the attribute of humility, not an attitude of pride.

Additional Scriptures: Ps. 18:27; Ps. 25:9; Ps. 101:5(b); Prov. 3:34; Prov. 6:16-17(a); Prov. 8:29;
                                        Prov. 11:2; Prov. 15:33; Prov. 21:4; Prov. 22:4; Prov. 29:23; Mic. 6:8; Zeph. 2:3; 
                                        Matt. 5:3; Matt. 11:29; Matt. 18:3-4; Matt. 23:11-12; Rom. 12:3(a); Rom. 12:16; 
                                        1 Cor. 13:4(b); Phil. 2:3; Eph. 4:1(b)-2(a); Col. 3:12; Titus 3:1-2; James 3:13;

                                        James 4:10; 1 Pet. 5:5(b)-7

Notes:

1. Albert Barnes, The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Philippians, p 173 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2005) 

Wise
Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the firmament . . . (Dan 12:3(a))
And the Child grew and became strong in spirit, filled with wisdom; and the grace of God was upon Him . . . And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men. (Luke 2:40, 52) 

But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality and without hypocrisy. (James 3:17)
I include thoughts about wisdom because I believe it to be an attribute of Deity which is critical to spiritual survival and which should be emphasized more in the home. Enter parents! I submit that parents must improve in the instruction of children in the “ways of wisdom.” You need to teach your children to seek wisdom through knowledge of God’s Word. Children also need to be encouraged to search out sources whose wisdom and judgment they respect. It might be their grandparents, older mature Christians, or (wonder of wonders!) perhaps even their own parents. Failure to access available sources of wisdom can retard a child’s growth in wisdom and prolong attaining the ability to make right judgments. Failure to “know wisdom” (Prov. 1:2(a)) and to understand its role and value in life amplifies the child’s struggles to make sound judgments, frequently resulting in unwise decisions, which too often have proven to be life altering, both physically and spiritually.

So what does wisdom look like? Absent the benefit of years of study of God’s word and years of experiencing life, how is wisdom developed in a child? What role can wisdom play in the decision-making process in the life of a child?  These and other questions deserve your thoughtful consideration.

 At www.mrcc/spfc you can find a resource entitled Applying Christ-like Character Traits, which discusses the need for children to apply pragmatic principles when responding to situations encountered in daily living. Wisdom is the foundation for being able to do so. The application of wisdom to circumstances which children encounter will yield pragmatic decisions and right judgments. How else can one be assured of effectively “dealing with matters with regard to their practical requirements or consequences” – the definition of pragmatic? Let me be so bold as to suggest that developing the attribute of wisdom, in concert with a knowledge and understanding of God’s will, is a critical component for children to achieve happiness in their lives! 
Nelson’s Illustrated Bible Dictionary defines wisdom as the “ability to judge correctly and to follow the best course of action, based on knowledge and understanding.” It then proceeds to offer further insight into the topic:

“The first principle of Biblical wisdom is that man should humble himself before God in reverence and worship, obedient to His commands.” (1)

Yielding to the will of God in becoming and remaining His obedient, faithful child is in itself a demonstration of wisdom. To choose any other path is foolishness. Stated in stronger terms, to choose any other path is the behavior of a fool! To intimate through one’s behavior that he or she knows better how to live life than does God dishonors Him by denouncing and rejecting His wisdom. And, remember, God is infinitely wise. Is it too cynical to question whether any member of humanity is even finitely wise!

Consider Stephen Charnock’s perspective on wisdom: 

Wisdom consists in willing and acting according to the right reason, according to a right judgment of things. We can never count a willful man a wise man; but him only that acts according to a right rule, when right counsels are taken and vigorously executed. The resolves and ways of God are not mere will, but will guided by the reason and counsel of his own infinite understanding . . . Knowledge is an understanding of general rules, and wisdom is a drawing conclusions from those rules in order to particular cases. A man may have knowledge of the whole Scripture, and have all learning in the treasury of his memory, and yet be destitute of skill to make use of them upon particular occasions, and untie those knotty questions which may be proposed to him, by a ready application of those rules. Again, knowledge and wisdom may be distinguished, in our conception, as two distinct perfections in God: the knowledge of God is his understanding of all things; his wisdom is the skillful resolving and acting of all things. And the apostle, in his admiration of him, owns them as distinct; “O the depths of the riches, both of the wisdom and knowledge of God” (Rom xi.33)! Knowledge is the foundation of wisdom, and an antecedent to it; wisdom the superstructure upon knowledge: men may have knowledge without wisdom, but not wisdom without knowledge . . . knowledge is the apprehension of a thing, and wisdom is the appointing and ordering of things. Wisdom is the splendor and luster of knowledge shining forth in operations, and is an act both of understanding and will; understanding in counseling and contriving, will in resolving and executing: counsel and will are linked together (Eph. i.11). (2)

Charnock continues:

Wisdom is the property of God alone: He is “only wise.” It is an honor peculiar to him . . . the wisdom of God is the same with the essence of God. Wisdom in God is not a habit added to his essence, as it is in man, but it is his essence . . . The wisdom of God, is God acting prudently; as the power of God, is God acting powerfully; and the justice of God, is God acting righteously; and therefore it is more truly said, that God is wisdom, justice, truth, power, than that he is wise, just, true, &c. as if he were compounded of substance and qualities. All the operations of God proceed from one simple essence . . . Wisdom among men is gained by age and experience, furthered by instructions and exercise; but the wisdom of God is his nature . . . Men acquire wisdom by the loss of their fairest years; but his wisdom is the perfection of the Divine nature, not the birth of study or the growth of experience, but as necessary, as eternal, as his essence. . . . He is the only Fountain of wisdom to others . . . As God is the only Being, in regard that all other beings are derived from him, so he is only wise, because all other wisdom flows from him. He is the spring of wisdom to all; none the original of wisdom to him. (3)

In his book The Attributes of God, Volume 2, A. W. Tozer offers the following: 

…it’s either got to be God’s wisdom or yours. It’s either God’s way or yours. All that you and I have lived for, hoped for and dreamed over in our heart of hearts – life, safety, happiness, heaven, immortality, the presence of God – hinges on whether you’re going to accept the ultimate wisdom of the Triune God, as revealed in the Scriptures and in His providential working in mankind. Or are you going to go your own way? The most perfect definition of sin that I know of is given by Isaiah in 53:6: “all we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way.” Turning to our own way is the essence of sin. I turn to my way because I think it is wiser than God’s way. (4)

Tozer continues: 

This is the difference between a Spirit-filled life and a self-filled life. Who’s running it? Who’s the boss? Whose wisdom is prevailing – the wisdom of God or the wisdom of man? In all the providential dealings of God with me, I must take my stand and decide that God’s way is right. When things seem to go wrong with me, instead of believing they’re going wrong, I believe they’re going right. I take on faith Romans 8:28: “And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.” I’ve got to decide whether I shall go my way or trust blindly in the wisdom of God . . . But if a man wants his own way, the Lord will let him go his own way . . . If we insist upon our plans and ambitions, we imperil everything we have, because we lack the wisdom to know how to do it. You dare not run your life . . . But then things get turbulent and we run and say, “Lord, let me run this thing!” That’s why we’re so messed up in our Christian lives. We’re not ready to let God run our world for us – to run our family, our business, our home, our job, our everything. (5)


But, where do you begin with your children? You might first consider various sources of wisdom as found in Scripture:

· the fear of the Lord (Prov. 9:10), 

· obedience to the “Holy Scriptures” (Ps. 119:98; Matt. 7:24; 2 Tim. 3:15), 

· requesting it of God, in faith (James 1:5), 

· diligently pursuing it (Prov. 18:15; Prov. 23:23; Eccles. 7:25), 

· being righteous/upright and being viewed as “good” in God’s sight (Prov. 2:7(a); Eccles. 2:26), 

· the “rod of correction,” i.e., discipline (Prov. 29:15), 

· association with the wise (Prov. 13:20),

· not disdaining/rejecting/ignoring instruction; listening to counsel/advice (Prov. 8:33; Prov. 12:15) 

· accepting rebuking (Prov. 15:31),  

Consider Proverbs 2:1-7(a): 

My son, if you receive my words, And treasure my commands within you, So that you incline your ear to wisdom, And apply your heart to understanding; Yes, if you cry out for discernment, And lift up your voice for understanding, If you seek her as silver, And search for her as for hidden treasures; Then you will understand the fear of the Lord, And find the knowledge of God. For the Lord gives wisdom; From His mouth come knowledge and understanding. He stores up sound wisdom for the upright . . . (NKJV)
Can you sense the pronouncement in this passage to expend whatever energy is required to secure wisdom? Your role as a parent is to ensure your children understand the utter necessity of “gaining wisdom,” in order that they might benefit from all the blessings promised by God to wise children of His. Having communicated the importance of wisdom, guide your children in the application of it. As you consider how to best guide them to acquire wisdom, here are some additional thoughts:
· Share the benefits of wisdom. A good place to begin is Proverbs chapters 2-4.

· Share just how precious wisdom is. Its value, as characterized in practical human terms, can be found in Job, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. Its value, as characterized in spiritual terms, can be found throughout Scripture.
· Share the knowledge/awareness that God has promised wisdom to His children, if they will but seek and request it in faith. (James 1:5)

· Share examples in Scripture in which appeals for wisdom are made to God. (2 Chron. 1:10; Eph. 1:17; Col. 1:9; James 1:5)

· Share the correlation between wisdom and the ability to mature in Christ. (Col. 1:28)

· Share the fact that in Christ are hidden “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” (Col. 2:3) 

· Share the attributes of the wisdom that comes from God. (James 3:17)

· Periodically devote time during the evening meal to discuss various passages from the book of Proverbs. Choose a passage and memorize it together.

Although so much more could be said regarding wisdom and its critical role in securing your children’s eternal home in heaven, I leave further study to you. Just remember that it is said of God’s own Son, “And the Child grew and became strong in spirit, filled with wisdom; and the grace of God was upon Him . . . And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Luke 2:40, 52; NKJV). The attribute of wisdom was vital in His ability to render judgments with which His Father was pleased.
I close the topic with a quote from Unger’s Bible Dictionary, “Wisdom is in the deepest sense a divine gift.” (6)

As a parent, you must ensure your children are beneficiaries of the gift of wisdom. And, oh yes, God is there to assist!

Additional Scriptures: Job 12:13; Ps. 37:30-31; Prov. 1:2-5, 7; Prov. 2:1-7(a),10-12(a); 
                                       Prov. 3:13-15, 19, 21-23, 25; Prov. 4:5-7(a); Prov. 9:10; Prov. 10:13-14; Prov. 12:15;
                                       Prov. 13:20; Prov. 14:16; Prov. 15:2, 7, 20-21, 31; Prov. 23:19, 23; Prov. 23:3-4;
                                       Prov. 29:15; Eccles. 2:26(a); Eccles. 7:12(b); Jer. 10:12; Jer. 51:15; Matt. 7:34;
                                       Rom. 11:33; 1 Cor. 1:24(b)-25, 30; Eph. 1:8; Eph. 3:10; Eph. 5:15-17; 2 Tim. 3:15  
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