CHAPTER 3
Influencing Your Children
Toward Godliness

In our home, we successfully imparted
our values to our children
in a positive atmosphere of
fun and celebration.

CHAPTER 3

A

uthor Thomas Carruthers once said, “A teacher is one who
makes himself progressively unnecessary.” So it is with successful
parents: their daily guidance and oversight become unnecessary as
they skillfully transfer their values and beliefs to their children.
In this chapter, I offer some practical insight, along with tools to
make the transfer of godliness and moral character to your children
a natural part of your family life. By presenting my solutions to
some commonly shared parenting struggles, my experience can
work to your advantage by allowing you to learn from my
experiences. As Thomas Edison said, “I have not failed; I’ve just
found 10,000 ways that won’t work.” He made that statement on
his way to inventing one of the greatest innovations ever to benefit
man, the light bulb.
Before we talk about methods, we must first ask ourselves,
“What am I trying to transfer?” We can only transfer those things
that we possess, whether physical or spiritual. Our children will
only accept from us what we are actively experiencing in our lives
and therefore are modeling for them. So let’s take an honest look at
ourselves, and ask some pointed questions. First, define your
relationship with God, is it personal and intimate? Or is it religious
and impersonal, formal and works-oriented, or legalistic and rulescentered. An impersonal relationship with God produces a life that
is void of spiritual vibrancy. God’s values are time honored and
unchanging. They are not based on what seems right in given
situations. When God created man He established a relational
system between himself and mankind designed to impart His values.
God’s values are still worthy to be embraced in our lives today. The
single most important value we can transfer to our children is a
loving commitment to God their creator. And second, ask yourself
if you have the kind of relationship with God that you want to
transfer to your children.
In other words, do we want our children to grow up to be like
us—or different than us—in spiritual commitment, consistency, and
character? Remember that we will only transfer those things that we
possess. If we do not possess a vibrant, personal relationship with the
Lord, we should make some changes to assure that we transfer the
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proper spiritual understanding and experiences to our children.
We must examine who we are in an honest way before we can
concentrate on who we want our children to become. We must ask

Your children are influenced more
by the life you model for them than
by what you say, your good intentions, or
any other factor of influence.
ourselves: does our example conflict with or establish the proper
model for our children to copy? Only when we are a positive
example to them of what we are trying to transfer into their lives will
they understand and apply what we have to say.
In recognizing the importance of this concept, we are actually
finding one of the keys to successful parenting, which is a truth
associated with principle of transference: our children are influenced
more by the life we model for them than by what we say, our good
intentions, or any other factor of influence. Therefore, the first
consideration in any endeavor to “shape” our children is to create a
standard—a positive example fashioned from our own lives to serve
as the reference point and pattern for them to follow.
We must be shaped first. Only then can we deal with the
secondary, but all-important question of how to choose the best
methods for transferring the convictions and practices of our lives to
our children in a proactive and effective manner. Hopefully, as you
have read this section you have done a self review and as a result you
are now ready to consider the godliness of your children.

Four Specific Times to Transfer Godliness
Long ago, my wife, Jan, and I individually committed to a
personal, vibrant relationship with God. Our decision served as
spiritual “insulation” from a lifeless practice of religious obligations,
bland ceremonies, and pious procedures. At the same time, we
36

CHAPTER 3
committed to an all out effort to transfer our vibrant, personal, and
active relationship with the Lord to our children. The question was:
How do we accomplish this?
Jan and I had individually established personal quiet time
dedicated to Bible study and prayer early in our lives. Our effort to
establish this in our family proved difficult. Our children’s ages
varied so widely that it was hard to keep everyone’s attention. Soon,
the time became a boring obligation that everyone dreaded,
defeating the purpose! The results were consistently disappointing.
But out of our disappointment, we discovered a better way. The
book of Deuteronomy tells of a training method that is practical,
powerful, and relationally dynamic. It is the extreme opposite of—
and a welcome relief from—a dry, religious program. God’s
instruction for parents came from Moses with these words:
“And these words which I command you today shall be in
your heart. ‘You shall teach them diligently to your
children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house,
when you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when
you rise up.” (Deuteronomy 6:6-7)
God tells us that we are to train our children throughout the day
as natural opportunities arise. There are four specific times
mentioned:
1. When we “sit in our house,” or as we enjoy home life;
2. When we “walk by the way,” which today translates “to travel
by car, plane, etc.;”
3. When we “lie down,” or get ready for bed; and
4. When we “rise up,” or as we prepare to start the day.
It is a lifestyle of “seizing the moment” as it arises throughout
the day. From this viewpoint, daily circumstances become potential
classrooms for teaching children to apply faith and other principles
of godliness. This method is dynamic, practical, and personal. It
tailors the training to their personality and experiences. More
importantly, it is the only method I found that truly produced
spiritual vibrancy in my children.
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When I grew up, my family did not have devotions. We talked
about God and we regularly attended church, but there were no
family devotions. My understanding and training about God came
from church. When I was 13, I went through communicance class
so that I could join the church. It was dull, boring, and religious—
it was lifeless! Through this experience I developed the idea that
God is something important that we make a part of our life on
Sunday, but He has little practical benefit or affect the other days of
the week. My perception was based on my experience at home and
in the church.
However, when I met Jesus in a personal way, I realized the
concept of God that was formed by this experience was not right. I
definitely did not want to transfer that false concept to my children,
and I didn’t want them to have that perception to overcome as they
pursued and developed a relationship with God. It is this type of
false perception that creates religious experiences, but not dynamic
followers of Jesus Christ.
I am not against family devotions; if they produce good results
for your family, use them. When they no longer produce the results
you want, look for other creative ways to impart God’s love and
relationship to your children. Regardless of your method, here are

With kids, if you say it, you better
mean it, and more importantly,
you better be doing it.
several guidelines to help you make the transfer a success.

Guideline #1: Walk the walk…
don’t simply talk the talk
Children possess a wonderful ability to see through deception
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and pretense. With kids, if you say it, you better mean it, and more
importantly, you better be doing it. For instance, if we as parents
do not set the example by carving time for God out of our busy day,
how can we advise our children how to do so when they ask us how
to find time for God amidst all the pressures of their life—time with
friends, school work, sports, and sleep? Our solution will carry no
authority if we have not first solved this dilemma for ourselves. We
must lead by example or the transfer will fail! Instruction, as the
saying goes, is more caught than taught.
I talked with a father who was concerned and frustrated by his
son’s inability to control his temper. It was most notable when he
competed in sporting events. His son would vent his frustration
with demonstrations of anger at himself, on other players, his coach,
the refs, and sometimes the fans. This young man was a polite and
pleasant person to be around until he became frustrated by his
performance in competition or he was upset by the injustice of call
that did not go his way in a sporting event. Although his father was
diligent to correct his son’s outbursts, his correction seemed to have
no lasting ability to change his son’s behavior. As we talked, I agreed
with his corrective response to his son’s behavior and was puzzled by
the lack of effectiveness until I played basketball with the father in a
pick up game. His behavior was the same as his son’s during the
heat of competition. Then I understood why his correction was not
working with his son. His own behavior was a stronger influence

A wise parent uses discernment to
evaluate the teaching opportunity of the
moment, and uses it to its fullest advantage.
than words of correction he had been giving his son. We cannot
expect our children to do what we say if we are not able to do it
ourselves. Our instruction just will not transfer.
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Guideline #2: Never waste an opportunity
Teaching opportunities usually have two things in common:
they are unexpected and inconvenient. When they come, we must
take advantage of them because they may never be recreated.
Bedtime is a prime teaching time for young children. They
seem to be most talkative and inquisitive just before going to bed.
When this happened with my children, it was tempting to label
their behavior as a charade, an attempt to milk the most out of the
time so that they could put off going to sleep. A wise parent,
however, uses discernment to evaluate the teaching opportunity of
the moment, and uses it to its fullest advantage.
My dad looked for teaching moments throughout the day. At
what seemed to be the strangest times, he would do something like
this: as my family enjoyed causal conversation during dinner, my
dad would out of the blue turn to one of my sisters or to me and
say: “Do you know that I love your mother?”
My immediate thought was, “Uh oh, here it comes. Dad’s on
his soapbox again.”
When he asked this, my sisters and I knew he was addressing all
of us. “Yes dad,” we would say in unison.
“Do you know that she was here before you?”
“Yes, Dad.”
He would make eye contact with each one of us. “Do you know
that she is going to be here after you’re grown and gone?”
Our chorus was labored and weary now: “Yes, Dad.”
“So don’t try to get between your mom and me,” he would say.
The final “yes, Dad” would finish the dialog and we would
move on to another subject. It was painless and somewhat corny,
but it etched an important value of his into our lives.
Good teachers sometimes resort to corny methods to impart a
principle. As a child, you may have been turned off or even
embarrassed by a “corny” lesson, yet later you retrieve the important
principle or concept. What adult did not learn the alphabet by
singing the corny little ditty “A-B-C-D-E-F-G…” as a child, only to
recall it under his breath years later in a tense moment of game
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competition as he attempted to beat the clock and put a list of
objects in alphabetic order?
The method might have been “corny,” but the truth of the
lesson stuck. In his “corniness”, my dad taught us about his
commitment to our mom and to their marriage. He declared their
unity, along with establishing the reality that his relationship with
her had priority in our family. He also exposed our tendency as
children to manipulate by playing one parent against the other. So
we knew that his relationship with her was a priority, and we never
even tried to get between them to manipulate them.
In word and deed, my father imparted important values. He
wanted his children to understand and adopt his pattern of priority,
commitment, and unity as it relates to marriage. He was a wise
teacher who knew that he must teach and enforce his values to his
children at every opportunity. He knew that simply yelling at his
children when they did something wrong, or teaching them only
during times of discipline or crisis would not work.
If my dad had only attempted to teach us his values at a time
when he was correcting our wrong behavior his efforts would have
failed. This is where many fathers make a mistake. The primary
time for training and imparting values is not while administering
correction or at the point of frustration. We reinforce our values
through correction, but we impart our values most effectively by
seizing teachable moments as they arise in circumstances
throughout the day. Therefore, influential fathering is a full-time
responsibility, which requires the wise use of every opportunity and
situation as a backdrop to illustrate and impart godly values and
character.

Guideline #3: Be consistent in your
behavior and modeling of your values
Nothing is more confusing for a child than inconsistently
applied instruction. Parents must remember that a child thinks in
concrete terms, and does not understand relative or abstract
concepts. Thus, a child cannot make sense out of a parent who
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verbally stresses the importance of going to church, yet who attends
one week and misses three.
To be influential fathers, we must make some tough decisions
and commitments: Is telling the truth always the right thing to do,
unless it’s to a traffic cop or the I.R.S.? Is wholesome language
important all the time, or only when the preacher is around? Do

…a parent must make sure his behavior is
consistent with the values represented by his
decisions, or his influence as a parent will be
diminished and his values won’t transfer.
adults and children have the same moral parameters, or do adults
have the right to selectively exclude certain standards?
Jan and I made a moral decision early in our life against
drinking alcohol for reasons I more fully explain in Chapter 15. We
of course understand that not every Christian will reach the same
conclusion that we did, but we discussed our values regarding
alcohol and the reasons behind it with each of our children as they
reached their teen years. Our motive was to help them decide their
position on this for their own life.
We all will make many moral decisions throughout our life
affecting our behavior. While each person needs to make moral
decisions for their own life, once those decisions have been made, a
parent must make sure their behavior is consistent with the values
represented by their decisions or their influence as a parent is
diminished and their values won’t transfer.
My dad was a smoker much to the concern of my mom and
each of us kids. We were concerned for health reasons and were
thrilled when he stopped smoking at 60 years old. As a child, I
suffered from asthma and often my dad would tell me, “I smoke,
but you shouldn’t because you have asthma.” As if his concern for
my health was more important than our concern for his health.
Once again the principle of transference comes into play. In this
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instance my dad failed to realize that his behavior had to be
consistent with the value he held for it to transfer. Just having a
conversation about his fatherly concern would not transfer the value
for health he was trying to impart! My dad’s input did not influence
my decision on smoking because he was talking to me about a value
he did not model in his own behavior.
Jan and I have been careful to watch for and eliminate
inconsistent behavior in our lives as we point them out in our
children’s lives. One of these inconsistent “value” situations came up
the summer after our eldest son, Todd, had graduated from high
school. He had landed a job in the pro shop of a local golf course.
One weekend, the golf course was host to a big tournament and one
of the largest sponsors was the area beer distributor. On the final
night of the tournament, Todd brought home a souvenir: a large,
plastic beer bottle that had served as a tee marker for the
tournament.
He presented it to Jan and I with fanfare, his face flush with
excitement. “Isn’t it cool?!” he exclaimed.
“Yeah,” we said in unison, our enthusiasm noticeably less than
his. Jan and I knew the bottle could not stay. It was inconsistent
with our values, and we knew that somehow we must make it clear
to Todd and our other children that graduation from high school
did not exempt anyone from the standards of our home.
Jan and I talked about how to do this, pondering it for the next
day or so. At the dinner table the next night, with Todd at work,
our conversation turned to his newly acquired souvenir. “Isn’t
Todd’s beer bottle cool?” blurted Lindsay, our youngest daughter.
Her reaction confirmed what I already knew; something had to be
done.
During Todd’s high school years, he and I had talked a number
of times about alcohol and drinking. I had thoroughly explained
my position and the Biblical parameters for alcohol use. Our
discussions had resulted in his decision to adopt my values as his
own. He determined not to drink so that his life could have the
greatest influence for God.
When he got home from work that night, I followed him up to
his room.
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“Todd,” I said, in a calm voice, “I want to talk to you about your
beer bottle.”
His posture immediately turned defensive; he knew this
conversation was coming. “Fine. Fine.” he said. “I will take it out
and throw it away.”
“No, I am not asking you to do that,” I said. My response
stopped him dead in his tracks. “No,” I said, “I want you to defend
it.”
There was a moment of silence and then he said, “What do you
mean?”
“Well,” I said, “have you changed your mind about drinking,
and the importance of your influence on others?”
He looked at the beer bottle, then at me. “No,” he said slowly.
I reminded him that in a few months he would be away at
college—and in his dorm and fraternity, there would be guys who
drank. I told him that if he wanted to be an influence on people
around him, he must live consistently with his value’s, and that
when guys in the dorm dropped by his room and saw an item like
the souvenir beer bottle, they would assume that he drank, too. And
when he talked about God, the guys in the dorm could conclude
that his relationship with the Lord was simply an intellectual,
religious, or moral concept rather than a vibrant, personal,
interactive, love-relationship. Our association with people, places,
and things, I said, determines our influence on others, more than
what we say.
A knock on the door momentarily paused our conversation.
Lindsay, who was five at the time, poked her head in to remind me
that she was ready for me to pray with her and tuck her into bed.
Suddenly, her eyes caught the souvenir beer bottle and her face lit
up. “Hey Todd,” she exclaimed, “I think your beer bottle is really
cool!”
When she had shut the door, I looked at Todd and said, “I rest
my case. In one night, your association with this bottle has sent a
message. Is it the message you want to send? Is this the kind of
influence you want to have on the people around you?”
“No,” he said.
I reminded him that he could not say it wasn’t cool to drink, if
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at the same time, he represented that it was cool to have a souvenir
beer bottle. The inconsistency will confuse the people around you,
I told him.
I left the room to pray with Lindsay and to allow Todd some
time to think about our conversation. I did not ask him to remove
his souvenir, because the issue was not his souvenir, it was the
message of inconsistency it represented and the shadow it placed on
his influence to others, in this case his siblings. That night, he
hauled his souvenir to the trash. He had realized that, even if it was
“really cool,” it was an object inconsistent with his values.
We must realize in evaluating actions or behavior that the issue
at hand is not always the “real” issue needing to be addressed. A
father came to me concerned about the appearance of his teenage
son, who had recently gone out and had his ear pierced and was
talking about getting a tattoo. He wanted to know how he should
deal with his son on this issue.
First I questioned this father about his personal life and what it
represents. Reminding him that it is impossible to transfer
something we do not possess for our self. I told him that he needed
to make sure that what his life represented was consistent with the
value he wanted to reinforce in his son. As I discussed with this
father his own life and the values he held, the discussion enabled us

You build a platform to teach and transfer
your values to your children through making
sure your actions are consistent with the
values that you hold and seek to transfer.
to discover and clarify why he was concerned about his son’s earring.
In his understanding an earring was an outward sign of rebellion
or defiance. He did not want his son identified by such a stereotype
even if it was stylish within his age group. Once we identified the
underlying value that formed the basis for concern, it gave the father
a platform for discussing his concern with his son. As it turned out,
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when he approached his son to discuss the issue, he agreed to allow
his son to keep a modest earring acknowledging that it might not
have to indicate rebellion or defiance. His son heard his dad’s
concern about what his actions could indicate to others and decided
not to get a tattoo.
Of course, your issues may be different than the ones I am
describing, they are different with each child, they may even be
more serious than the ones presented here, but I assure you the
principles for influencing your children toward godliness will work
even though the issues differ. Uncover the value represented by your

You must present God in a
positive light in
everything you say and do.
concern, check to make sure your own actions are consistent with
the value you are seeking to transfer or reinforce in your child, and
present your concerns in a loving and relational way.
We build a platform to teach and transfer our values to our
children through making sure our actions are consistent with the
values that we hold and seek to transfer.

Guideline #4: Make it fun to focus on God
I am completely convinced that God is into fun. The Bible
clearly tells us that He takes great pleasure in our joy and celebration
before Him. “The Lord your God in your midst, The Mighty One,
will save;” the Scripture says, “He will rejoice over you with
gladness...He will rejoice over you with singing.” (Zephaniah 3:17)
Of course, we must also teach our children reverence for God.
Most importantly, we must present God in a positive light in
everything we say and do.
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Until our children reached their teen years, I would sing and
pray with them before bedtime. On many evenings, I would gather
all four of my kids in a bedroom, and with my guitar in hand, I
would lead them in singing praise to God. The kids had great fun
dancing, jumping on the bed, and sometimes running down the
hall. Why not, I thought, we’re celebrating here. Their fun-loving
excitement filled me with joy. I can only imagine how pleasing it
must have been to God.
To keep them focused on God, I required them to sing as they
celebrated. Jan required that we kept the craziness to a dull roar.
In our home, we successfully imparted our values to our
children in a positive atmosphere of fun and celebration. Today, all
of our children are grown. All—without exception—have a deeply
committed personal relationship with Christ. All—without
exception—have accepted the values that we sought to transfer.
Jan and I do not have special abilities that have guaranteed the
successful transfer of our values to our children. Everyone can do
what we have done. The requirement is that each of us live what we
teach, and teach it in a way that our children can understand and
accept.

A Concluding Thought
“Which is the greatest commandment in the law?” a lawyer
asked Jesus. Jesus said to him: “You shall love the LORD your God
with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.”
(Matthew 22:36)
In other words, Jesus said to love God with everything that you
are—love Him with your whole being. Translating that love to our
children requires a positive, personal example. It also requires us to
create and maintain an atmosphere of consistent instruction and a
positive, love-centered accountability for each member of the family.
Through our discussion in this chapter you may have realized
that you are lacking in your example to your children. You may
have been convicted concerning some inconsistency in your
behavior or values, or maybe your commitment to God has become
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religious or boring. God is a God of grace and will accept your
response to Him. Isaiah 1:18 says:
“Come now and let us reason together, says the LORD,
Though your sins are like scarlet, They shall be as white as
snow; Though they are red like crimson, They shall be as
wool. If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat of the
good of the land.”
Don’t delay. Make the appropriate changes today. Walking the
walk, never wasting an opportunity, being consistent, and making it
fun to focus on God will help you form an effective plan. As you
do this, you will ensure that your values will transfer to your
children, and as God promised in Isaiah, you and your family will
“eat of the good of the land.”
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