
Sermon 31: Ephesians 6:1-3: Children obey your parents 
 
OUTLINE 
 
A theology of children 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The family today is under attack.  This basic building block of society which has everywhere 
had a basic form of father, mother and children as the inner core and in laws and other 
extended family beyond that, can no longer be assumed as the norm.  Romans 1 tells us 
what happens when humanity turns its back on God.  They suppress the truth in 
unrighteousness.  It can be the truth of God’s existence as witnessed in nature, the truth of 
God’s law as witnessed in conscience, and the truth of our sexuality in our bodies, and the 
truth of family as expressed in every society.  Humanity becomes a law unto itself attacking 
the very things that define it as the idol of self-invention, self-expression, in the pursuit of 
the authentic self.  Listen to these latest trends taking place in the western world.  In 2019 
a Canadian father was found guilty of family violence for to the sex reassignment surgery of 
his 14 year old daughter to become a boy.  ‘The mother has decided to go along with the 
child and with the process of what is known as gender reassignment, but the father has not 
been willing to go along. Furthermore he's raised basic questions about the very diagnosis 
that the medical establishment in Canada has assigned to his child. He has continued to 
speak of the child according to the child's birth name and using pronouns that fit the child's 
birth sex.’1  ‘The court there in British Columbia has ordered that a 14-year-old girl receive 
testosterone injections without parental consent, that is the consent of the girl's father. The 
court has also declared that if either of the child's parents referred to her using female 
pronouns or addressed her by her birth name, the parents could be charged with family 
violence.’2  The father was subsequently charged with family violence because he refused to 
use masculine pronouns in private and because he publicised his case and used feminine 
pronouns in public.  As a result he has been given a gag order and is forbidden to speak to 
the press.  This is just one example of governments driven by an ideology that does not 
acknowledge the God given role of parents to order their children’s lives.  ‘In the state of 
Ohio, parents have had their own parental rights negated because of a similar situation in 
which they would not agree to the gender transition, or the sex reassignment as it has been 
called, for their own teenage child, and instead the child was placed in the custody of the 
child's grandparents because the grandparents told the court they would agree to the 
therapy, to the medical treatment, recognizing the autonomy of this teenager.’3 
 
France legalized same sex marriage in 2013, but the madness has not stopped there.  
‘Recently, Newsweek ran a story with the headline ‘Mother’ and ‘Father’ Replaced with 
‘Parent 1’ and ‘Parent 2’ in French Schools Under Same-Sex Amendment.’  Callum Paton, 
reporter for Newsweek, wrote, ‘France’s National Assembly has voted in favour of an 
amendment removing the terms mother and father from forms in the nations schools.’4  
Although over 95% of children in France come from families with a mother and father, for 
the sake of the minority God’s norms of a father and mother can be cast off.   
 

                                                             
1 https://albertmohler.com/2019/05/01/briefing-5-1-19 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Mohler, The Gathering Storm, p78-9.   



In Britain there is a government initiated plan to grab education and attempts to put an end 
to evangelical Christians homeschooling their children.  Christian norms on sexuality and the 
family are seen as regressive and harmful for children integrating into society.  As more 
Christians are opting for homeschooling as an option as government curriculums become 
more ideologically opposed to Christianity, the government wants to head off their retreat.  
A parent’s right to educate their own children in their religious beliefs is being removed by a 
nanny state who wants to take over the role of teaching our children religion, morals, family, 
sexuality, etc.   
 
The fact that our children need the protection of their parents is greater than ever before as 
many attacks are waged against them in deliberate attempts to brainwash them.  A 
shocking recent event was the song released by the San Francisco Gay Choir: one news 
outlet reports on it:  
‘In a strange and controversial video that has already been deleted, the San Francisco Gay 
Men’s Choir sang a song in which they say how they will “convert” children. The audiovisual 
material has generated great controversy, especially for lyrics in which they affirm the 
indoctrination of minors. 
Supposedly a satire, the song mocks the fear of parents and expresses how parents can do 
nothing in the face of the agendas that the LGBT community wants to push within the 
education system. 
The lyrics for each verse get stranger and more twisted: “You think we’re sinful, you fight 
against our rights, you say we all lead lives you can’t respect. But you’re scared, you think 
we’ll corrupt your children if our agenda goes unchecked. Funny, just this once, you’re 
correct.” 
The song continues, “We will convert your children, it happens little by little, quietly and 
subtly and you will hardly notice, you can keep them away from disco, warn them about San 
Francisco, make them wear pleated pants, we don’t care…we will convert your children…we 
will make them tolerant and fair.” 
“Just like you’re worried, they’ll change their friend group, you won’t approve of where they 
go at night (to protests). And you’ll be disgusted when they start finding out things online 
that you kept out of their sight (as information).” 
Then, the singers of the San Francisco Gay Men’s Chorus enter a rare phase of the song in 
which they repeat theatrically “we’re coming for your children, we’re coming for them, we’re 
coming for your children.”5 
       
The institution of the family is found in Genesis 1-2.  God makes a man and a woman to be 
joined in the covenant of marriage and commands them to multiply doing God’s will in the 
earth.  We view this as a basic human right, a creation ordinance, a creation norm written 
into nature and on the heart by God.  It is only when we reject all the forms of God’s law 
even those in nature that we deconstruct the family.  Today we are beginning a new section 
in Ephesians as we move into Ephesians 6:1-4, ‘Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for 
this is right. 2 “Honor your father and mother” (this is the first commandment with a 
promise), 3 “that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land.” 4 Fathers, 
do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of 
the Lord.’  Paul has been dealing with ways in which we submit to one another, Eph 5:21.  
Husbands submit to their wives by lovingly leading them; Christian wives submit to their 
Christian husbands by honoring and helping them.  Paul moves now into the relationships of 
parents and children.  This section is short but to the point.  Paul first addresses the children 
in their responsibility to recognize and obey their parent’s God given authority; and parents 
are called upon to recognize their responsibilities of loving discipline and instruction.  As 

                                                             
5 https://elamerican.com/gay-choir-video-coming-for-your-children/ 



when addressing husbands and wives Paul boils the child’s responsibility down into a one 
word command, ‘obey.’  But this word carries all the baggage and assumptions of God’s 
view of the family in it.     
 
Today we will make a start looking at the bible’s theology of children, then explore the 
obligation to obey, how this links to the 5th commandment and then the duties of parents 
towards children. 
 
A theology of children 
 
The locus classicus for any discussion on the place of children in the church is 1 Cor. 7:14, 
‘For the unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife, and the unbelieving wife is 
made holy because of her husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, 
they are holy.’  Joel Beeke helpfully outlines three differing views of how children are seen 
to be holy from this verse.  Firstly, we have the view that eventuates in presumptive 
regeneration which seen the holiness mentioned here as a description of their full 
participation in the covenant of grace and so are presumed to be regenerate.  Baptism is 
applied to these children as a sign of their salvation because they are in fact saved.  In 
instances like this conversion is not preached to children.  This is the teaching of the 
Christian Reformed Church in America.  Secondly, there is the mainstream reformed 
paedobaptist view.  This view sees the children of believers, even of only one believing 
parent as holy in a covenantal way.  Think of two circles one inside the other.  The inner 
circle is the circle of God’s election, reformed paedobaptists believe that there is an external 
visible administration of the covenant which allows for non-regenerate family members to be 
in the covenant in an external way, and so in that sense holy.  Just as an Israelite though 
not born again would be part of the nation of Israel by virtue of their birth to Abraham, they 
were sealed by circumcision into the covenant and treated as holy.  They say that Paul is 
assuming the same covenantal relationship between parent and child indicating that children 
should be seen as part of the church.  This view is much better than the first because they 
do not assume the regeneration of their children and insist on preaching the gospel to their 
children and the necessity of regeneration and conversion. 
 
We however are Baptists and believe that these views are mishandling Paul at this point.  
We believe that Paul is using the word ‘holy’ in a creational sense not a covenantal sense, 
let me explain.  Firstly, we must remember the context in Corinth, remember the worldview 
they were saved out of and the philosophical baggage they came to faith with.  It is easy for 
us to determine what was troubling the Corinthians as Paul responds to a number of issues 
and questions that they faced.  The Corinthians coming out of Greek schools of thought had 
a low view of creation.  The body was seen as a prison of the soul, but the bible teaches 
that it was made good.  Because of this view they struggled with the bodily resurrection of 
Christ thinking that this was a contradiction.  This low view of the body leads to ascetic 
views of the Christian life.  Therefore things like marriage, sexual intimacy in marriage and 
even worse to their minds the problem of being married to an unbeliever would be highly 
problematic.  They would view marriage as unholy, sex as unholy, unsaved spouses as 
unholy.  It is apparent that the Corinthians were very immature and even wondering 
whether they should divorce their unsaved spouses.  Paul had to assure them that their 
spouses were in fact legitimate and as long as their unbelieving spouses were willing they 
should not divorce.   
 
Listen to v12-13 as Paul approaches this verse, ‘To the rest I say (I, not the Lord) that if any 
brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not 
divorce her. 13 If any woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live 



with her, she should not divorce him.’  It is quite clear that the basic problem of remaining 
married to an unsaved spouse is the direct concern and question being answered.  V14 is 
then brought in to support this point: ‘For the unbelieving husband is made holy because of 
his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband. Otherwise your 
children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.’  The ‘for’ at the beginning of the verse 
makes it very clear that Paul is continuing along a train of thought not introducing a new 
one.  The primary point of this verse is not the holiness of the children but the holiness of 
the unsaved spouse.  So the first thing we have to establish is, in what way is an unsaved 
spouse holy?   
 
The Corinthians we have stressed are bringing wrong philosophical categories to their view 
of marriage.  They view things that are good by virtue of creation as bad because of their 
philosophical influences.  We can all identify with this, can’t we?  We have all felt the desire 
to become like monks or nuns who escape the world.  We have all felt the principle of sin in 
our natures and even despised those good gifts of God as evil because of our sinful hearts 
ability to use good things for evil.  Paul is saying that unsaved husbands and wives are holy 
in this sense, they are holy by way of creation.  Marriage is a creation ordinance, salvation 
does not make you a virgin all over again, it does not end marriages already begun, it does 
not go contrary to these natural relations, they are in harmony.  Paul then brings a 
secondary and supporting argument which had probably not crossed their minds.  These 
early Christian wives might have been willing to get rid of a badly behaving unbelieving 
idolatrous husband but it would not have crossed their minds to get rid of their children as 
unholy by this husband.  Paul brings in his supporting argument, ‘Otherwise your children 
would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.’  By the same token, by the same argument on 
the basis of creation and God establishing marriage and parenthood, children are likewise 
holy in this sense.  By this reading we are able to take the word holy and make it mean the 
same thing in both instances.  The trouble with the paedobaptist position is that the 
unbelieving spouse is holy but not baptized and the child is holy and is baptized. They are 
not holy in the same sense.  To credit Paul with making a positive position on the 
covenantal status of the children of believers is unfair and out of synch with the concerns of 
the text.  It is forcing a question on the text that the text did not ask. 
 
As Baptists we view our children like every other child in the world.  They are born fallen in 
Adam and in need of grace.  They belong to God by virtue of their creation, Ps. 24:1, ‘The 
earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell therein.’  God 
has delegated authority to parents to raise up their children on His behalf and will have to 
give an account to God on judgement day, believers or not.  All teachers will be held doubly 
accountable, this is true for parents as well.  They along with every other person on earth 
are obligated to acknowledge God and give Him thanks, Rom. 1:19-21 shows this universal 
obligation, ‘For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to 
them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been 
clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. 
So they are without excuse. 21 For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God 
or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were 
darkened.’  For this reason we teach our children to pray and worship.  And when we teach 
them the Lord’s Prayer we teach them that God can only be their Father in salvation if they 
trust in Jesus to pay for their sins.  When we go to church we take them with us, we do not 
leave them outside the door; and when we teach them we teach them the truth that is, the 
Bible and the worldview it teaches that God is the Creator of everything, that history is the 
story of the fall and salvation of man through Christ and that it is their duty to believe in 
Christ and become members of the church.  As part of our families we involve them in every 
aspect of our faith bringing them up in Gods laws teaching them God’s truths driving them 



to God’s Savior.  And it is only upon their confession of faith that they should be baptized as 
a sign of their being united to Christ and His people by the Spirit. 
 
Paul in Ephesians 6:1 talks about children obeying their parents ‘in the Lord’, what does this 
mean?  Our paedobaptists brethren take this verse to be another indicator of the fact that 
children are to be seen as having a covenantal standing in the church with their parents.  
We would say that Paul is not admonishing infants in this verse but is addressing those 
children who have the ability to hear and understand.  He is addressing them as the saints 
he begins addressing them as in Eph 1:1.  Those who he also describes as the faithful.  
What is a saint, Ephesians 1 maps that out very clearly talking about being in Christ and in 
Him receiving every spiritual blessing, those who are elect, those who believe and receive 
the Spirit, and who are sealed for their inheritance, likewise with the parallel passage in 
Colossians.  We are recognizing that any concept of holiness here is distinct from the 
holiness used to describe unsaved spouses in 1 Cor. 7, the context there helps us see Paul’s 
distinct usage.  We should not assume that Paul views unsaved spouses and infants as 
saints.  In this case being ‘in the Lord’ is a reference to the fact that these children, are 
believing children.  I hold this to be the best interpretation.  Secondary possibilities include, 
children being called on to obey their parents who are Christians, in other words, who are in 
the Lord; or weaker still Paul is appealing to the creational norm of children obeying their 
parents.   
 
As Baptists we have a high expectation of our children’s salvation.  It is not because we 
assume their incorporation into the covenant.  Nor is it because of treating that well known 
proverb as a promise, Prov. 22:6, ‘Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is 
old he will not depart from it.’  This is not a promise but a principle.  When you train a child 
according to the truth, when you fill out their worldview, it becomes a lens through which 
they filter all their lives.  It is completely possible for a child to be brought up in the best 
Christian home, by the best Christian parents and not be saved.  Even Christ had one of the 
12 who was not saved.  Salvation is determined by God’s electing grace not by perfect 
parenting.  However, we must stress that God does use means.  And as Baptists we are 
confident in the power of God to use these means.  Most importantly there is the use of the 
word and prayer.  Is. 55:10-11, ‘For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and 
do not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the 
sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not 
return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the 
thing for which I sent it.’  Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God.  We trust 
that God uses and blesses His word.  But our confidence is also in prayer.  Because has 
commanded us to pray, given us the name of Christ to use in prayer, granted us the Spirit 
who teaches us how to pray, given us promises on the word of His hear and answer towards 
prayer, we pray with confidence that God can answer prayer.   
 
We also have God’s intent in the word expressed that He is seeking Godly offspring from 
godly marriages.  Mal. 2:15, ‘Did he not make them one, with a portion of the Spirit in their 
union? And what was the one God seeking? Godly offspring. So guard yourselves in your 
spirit, and let none of you be faithless to the wife of your youth.’  One of the means that 
God uses is a Christian family.  Now we need to be careful here, we do not want to make it 
sound as if God cannot work through single parent homes, or adopting homes.  No, when 
we have a parent or parents who create a godly home environment, who take measures to 
ensure that the truth is heard and lived out.  Where ungodly influences are minimized.  We 
should have a high expectation that God will work.  Where we do have two parent homes 
and a healthy marriage, our text tells us that this is something that is a contributing factor in 
terms of a means to producing godly offspring.  



 
Today we have made some introductory remarks about the present attack on the family and 
how we view our children.  Next week we will continue looking at the instruction to obey.       
 
   
        
 


