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I know you’re probably eager to get down to the nitty-gritty of tips and tactics, right? I don’t 
blame you! You want some practical ideas you can put into action. I promise, that’s what next 
week is all about. 
 
But before we dive into that material, let’s talk for a moment about formulas for behavior and 
relationship. 
 
How many times have you experienced this: 
 
You say to your child, “That wasn’t nice! You need to say you’re sorry!” 
 
And she rolls her eyes and flings a grumpy “Sor-REE” in the direction of the offended sibling. 
 
Have you really accomplished anything? Has the mere utterance of the word had a magical 
effect on the relationship? Or, has it potentially done more harm than good? 
 
If what we want is change from the inside, a tender heart towards the sibling, then aren’t for-
mulas and formats for interaction just fake and superficial? 
 
First, let’s state the obvious. Changing only the external behavior without guiding and training 
the heart isn’t enough. 
 
However, formulas and formats actually can be useful to us in heart-training in two separate 
but related ways. 
 
First, sometimes their hearts are in the right place, but they don’t know how to express 
it. 
 
When a relationship has been bruised or damaged, and tensions are running high, it’s easy to 
cause more hurt, even if you don’t intend to. Sometimes apologies come out sounding like 
blame. Sometimes forgiveness comes out sounding like some kind of business arrangement. 
 
Giving our kids a pre-created format for what to say and how to say it is like teaching them 
how to clean the bathroom. Someday, they’ll have their own methods. They’ll understand the 
main goal and be able to make independent choices about how to achieve that goal. 
 
But you can’t just send a six year old into the bathroom and say “Go clean the bathroom. Make 
it look nice.” Instead, we follow this pattern for training new skills. 
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1. I do it while you watch. 
2. We do it together. 
3. You do it while I watch. 
4. You do it on your own. 

 
Remember how we’ve talked about more being “caught than taught”? That’s exactly the idea 
here. In our parenting, we are going to spend a long time (years, in fact) on those first few 
steps. Over and over. Majoring on the “we do it together” piece. 
 
Your eventual goal is to work yourself out of a job. But that won’t happen in one session (either 
with the bathroom cleaning or with the sibling squabbles). 
 
Instead, you give them a framework and help them to use it. Eventually, they will be able to 
use their own words and expressions because they understand the goal and can find their own 
individual ways to achieve it. 
 
The second benefit of providing our kids with a framework is that it helps us to see 
what’s really going on in their hearts. 
 
Perhaps you were suspecting the opposite. Perhaps you were thinking, “But if I tell them what 
to say, how do I know if they are just repeating back my words, or if they really believe what 
they are saying?” 
 
And I hear you. That’s what makes parenting so tricky, isn’t it? We can’t actually see their 
hearts! 
 
But giving them a framework or format actually helps us to eliminate some of the unknowns so 
that we can get to the “heart” of the matter more effectively. 
 
If you listen to your child give what sounds like a backhanded apology, it can be tricky to know 
if she intended to take a potshot when she should be healing the wound, or if she just didn’t 
realize the effect those words could have. 
 
However, if you give her a format for apologizing and she knows it well, but chooses not to use 
it, that could provide a bit of insight into where her heart really lies. You know she has the 
tools. Her choice not to use them can reveal what her goals actually are. 
 
The thing to keep in mind with formulas is this - you are trying to work yourself out of a job. 
The format is just a temporary structure until their own foundation is secure. 
 
We need to be careful not to raise our own pre-created wording to the level of “God says” but 
rather view it as a tool to assist them in understanding the principles behind the problem. 
 
How do you know when they’re ready to move on? It’s much the same as with the bathroom 
cleaning. If they are able to use their own approach or method to accomplish the same basic 
goal, then they’re ready to have some autonomy over the process. 
If, however, their own approach is falling into the same problems again and again, they need 
further guidance and instruction. Encourage what they are doing well, gently point out what is 
missing, and give clear, specific direction as to what they can do instead. 
 
In the next module, we’ll spend a great deal of time discussing conflict resolution and I’ve got 
lots of ideas for models you can use with your kids. But in the meantime, I want you to look 
over the PDF below. I’ve included perhaps the best-known example of a wise father giving his 
children a pre-worded format to use in order to train their hearts. 


