
Sermon 39: Ephesians 6:1-3: Children obey your parents 
 

OUTLINE 
 
The meaning of obey 

The motivation to obey 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Obeying your parents, why should we do it?  On the one hand we have the pragmatic view 
of psychology which has finally admitted the age old wisdom of God’s ways and tells us that 

every child needs loving parents for various reasons. 
  On the other hand we have evolutionary views that tell us that we should be able to evolve 
beyond the need to have parents.  Parenthood as an institution is no longer seen as sacred, 

but rather it is tolerated only in so far as it is useful. 
  Today you can divorce your parents; you can legally have yourself removed from the 
household.  Also the state has taken many powers to itself including the power to take a 
person’s children off them and loan them back to the parents based on conditions 

formulated by their present philosophical commitments. 
  Another example would be the fact that it is practically illegal to homeschool your children 
in a Christian education in the Netherlands, Germany, Spain and Sweden.  The thinking 

behind this move on the part of modern states is that a child’s interests are not best served 
by the parent’s homeschooling a child but the state’s crafted curricula and learning 
environments.  It is the opinion of many of these modern states that the state is best 

equipped to make an integrated citizen who can function in the present age.   
 
As we continue looking at the Ephesians 6:1-4 we come to the child’s responsibility to obey 

and this obedience is grounded in the authority of God in the fifth commandment, ‘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.”   Today we will look at the responsibility of the children who receive this 
command and next week focus on the parents.  We want to look at two things.  What is the 
meaning of ‘obey’; and what is the motivation offered in the command? 

 
The meaning of obey 
 

Paul has called upon children to obey their parents in the Lord in v1, and now Paul backs up 
this command with the rationale of the authority and blessing of the fifth commandment in 
v2-3.  This brings us face to face with the 10 commandments and what is called ‘the second 

table of the law.’  The first four commands have to do with our love towards God, and the 
rest of the 10 have to do with our duties towards our neighbour. It has been commonly felt 
that Christ’s two great commands of loving God and neighbour are not a replacement of the 

10 commandments, but rather a summarizing explanation of the 10 commandments. 
  The first question we should ask is this: is there a reason for the order of the second table?  
There is an obvious logic in making the first commandment first, for it places the worship 

and glory of God in the primary position.  It is also logical that our duties towards God 
should be spelled out before our duties to man.   
 
So then, is there a reason why this command would be placed at the head of our duties 

towards our neighbour?  We answer yes.  The family in Israel would have been the primary 
place where the worship of God would have been taught.  This would have been the best 
way to ensure obedience to the first four commands.  And if godly parents taught their 



children the commands of God then this would also guarantee the obedience to all the 
following commands as well. Not only that the family is the basic building block of society 

and stable families would result in a stable societies.   
 
We have stated in past studies that each of the 10 commandments deals with large domains 

of life and not merely single instances.  Each command is indicative of God’s will for a whole 
sphere of living not merely isolated situations.  For example, do not commit adultery speaks 
about not only God’s hatred of the sin of adultery but God’s desire for strong marriages.  

Each command reveals that God has a will for His creation in all areas of life and these 10 
commandments are the doorways into those various areas.  What sphere of life does the 5th 
commandment introduce us to?  Our relationship to authority.  God has ordered life in 

various relationships of authority, the most basic relationships of authority are found in the 
home; but there is also the church, the workplace as well as to the state.  Submission to 
parents is thought to be the training ground for making responsible citizens who are 

submissive when necessary.  
 
As we look at this command you will notice that both mother and father are specified.  The 
Hebrew language has no word for parents.  Each is specially mentioned helping us see that 

both parents are to be honoured.  We have some homes where the father gets obeyed but 
not the mother, or the mother is honoured and respected and not the father, God has 
placed both parents over the children and they are obliged ot obey both.  What is the 

meaning of the word ‘honour’?  Honour is an umbrella term that covers activity such as 
obedience, respect, deference, gratitude and to care for.  The word honour carries a larger 
set of responsibilities than merely obeying.  Someone could obey with a grudging heart, 

someone could obey while secretly undermining, this call to honour gives context to our 
obedience.  This command to honour also implies in the first place that parents have a real 
authority.     

 
Now the nature of a parent’s authority is a delegated one, God puts us in charge.  And the 
nature of our charge is one of stewardship.  For our children are in fact God’s children 

entrusted to us that we might lead them in God’s ways not ours.  Tedd Tripp, in his book 
Shepherding a Child’s Heart writes, “As a parent, you have authority because God calls you 
to be an authority in your child’s life.  You have authority to act on behalf of God.  As a 

father or mother, you do not exercise rule over your jurisdiction, but over God’s.  You act at 
His command.  You discharge a duty that He has given.  You may not try to shape the lives 
of your children as pleases you, but as pleases Him.”  (Tripp 1995:29)  This perspective no 

doubt introduces an element of accountability we often ignore.  We are given the task to 
shape our children according to God’s will.  We therefore cannot force our career aspirations 
for them upon them, or some unrealistic physical achievement beyond their ability and 

interests.  We must help them discover their gifts that they might know best how to serve 
God themselves.  Also we are to allow the gifts and interests God gave them surface and be 
developed for their vocation in life. 

 
How then are children to submit to this authority?  This question needs more than one 
answer because of the variety of situations we meet with.  Firstly, we must say that for 

young children this means obey.  This is not only an OT reality but a NT as well, Eph. 6:1-3, 
‘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."’  Jesus Himself leads us in this, Luke 2:51, ‘And he went down 

with them and came to Nazareth and was submissive to them. And his mother treasured up 
all these things in her heart.’   
 



We must acknowledge that a child’s obedience will change in the different stages of 
childhood.  This means that a parent’s style of parenting has to adjust over the various 

stages.  In the earlier stages where we are training a child to submit to authority, parenting 
will look different to later stages where we are seeking to develop character and responsible 
choices.  We will detailed attention to the various stages when we deal with the parents 

role.     
 
Secondly, we need to talk about the relationship of adult children to parents.  Because 

children grow up, and the purpose of our parenting is not to control people for the rest of 
our lives, but to equip children to become self-supporting adults, there must necessarily be a 
change when a child reaches adulthood.  They are to respect their parents, but they are no 

longer in the same submission that a younger child is.  For example, does an adult child 
need the blessing and approval of their parents in order to marry?   
 

Thirdly, the duty to honour ones parents endures until the grave, 1 Tim. 5:3-8, ‘Honor 
widows who are truly widows.4 But if a widow has children or grandchildren, let them first 
learn to show godliness to their own household and to make some return to their parents, 
for this is pleasing in the sight of God.5 She who is truly a widow, left all alone, has set her 

hope on God and continues in supplications and prayers night and day,6 but she who is self-
indulgent is dead even while she lives.7 Command these things as well, so that they may be 
without reproach.8 But if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for 

members of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.’  This 
will include financial aid, opening the home and ongoing communication and relationship.   
 

Fourthly, I would suggest that this means that there should not be a failure to reconcile with 
a parent.  If there is a breach in the relationship due to past hurts or sin, it is the duty of a 
Christian child to pursue reconciliation.  As far as depends upon you be at peace.  This may 

involve confronting the sins of a parent, and forgiving them, but a total cutting off or neglect 
of them is a violation of this command.  
 

As with all authority relationships the obedience of a child to a parent is not a unilateral 
authority to do whatever one wants.  A Christian child is obey Paul says, ‘in the Lord.’  This 
important qualifier is a safety net against sin.  A child need not obey when their parents 

command them to sin.  As with all other authority relationships we always obey God first, 
and all other authorities in obedience to God.   
 

The question of obeying when we are commanded to sin is an easy one, the more difficult 
one is this: should a Christian child obey when their parents are requiring something that is 
not fair?  This is a careful one to negotiate because the sinful heart always seeks to dress up 

its rebellion in the clothing of legitimacy and constantly cries that something is not fair 
without a careful analysis of the situation.  Our reaction to pain and our anger can often 
disguise itself in righteousness.  The answer to this question like most difficult ethical 

scenarios is a case of yes, no and depends. 
  A parent does not gain the right to command a child because of their perfect wisdom and 
instruction.  Parents are sinners too who err and so their authority is not to be seen as being 

at the mercy of a child’s agreement.  A child should seek to communicate and understand a 
situation it thinks is unfair and ask for clarification.  But a child must also accept rules that 
are coming from a loving heart and good motives though they may differ in how things 
ought to be worked out.  The way a grounding is outlined, the curfew imposed on a 

weekend night, the amount of time on devices, which programs can be watched, etc.  When 
a parent is hands on, seeking to make principled decisions, and doing it from a motive for 
the child’s good, a child should obey even when they disagree.  In this case they should 



meditate on the text that love covers a multitude of sins.  It is in the case of vindictiveness 
or in order to preserve ones safety that injustices should not be tolerated.  However, 99% of 

the time in parenting it is a case of imperfect love than spite that is driving a parent.  
Christian children should grasp the truth of our imperfection and appreciate that God calls 
upon us to submit to imperfect authorities anyway.     

 
The motivation to honour 
 

Why should we honour our parents?  We could answer and say, because God says so, and 
that would be good enough.  However, Paul impresses upon the Ephesians in 6:2 that this is 
the first commandment with a promise attached.  There is a general promise attached to the 

second command, that He would bless an obedient Israelite to the 1000th generation, but 
this command is more personal and specific.  In Ex. 20:12 the incentive is, ‘that your days 
may be long in the land that the LORD your God is giving you.’  In the second giving of the 

law in Deut. 5:16 it is added to, ‘that your days may be long, and that it may go well with 
you in the land that the LORD your God is giving you.’  In Eph. 6:3 Paul quotes Deut. 5 but 
switches the order, ‘"that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land."  
When originally given there were two motivations mentioned, long life in the land, and that 

things may go well with you.  In the OT the meaning is easy to understand.  If you obey 
your parent’s teaching about loving God and keeping His commands, you will be blessed 
with the blessings of Deut. 28.  Since it was God’s purpose in the OT to manifest His favour 

in physical ways in order to recreate Edenic type blessing it was predisposed to being 
healthy, fertile, at peace, rich, and various other physical tokens of abundance.  A long life 
although not a total removal of the curse of death was the furthest thing from it, and a life 

that goes well is a life that experiences relief from the thistles and thorns that afflict this 
fallen world.  What did Paul mean by quoting this promise for the Christian Children in the 
Ephesian church?   

 
We must stress that we are no longer under the blessings and curses of Deut. 28-29, so the 
notion of Edenic type blessings as a manifestation of God’s favour is not the primary 

meaning that Paul would have intended.  In fact, as believers we are going to be hated like 
Christ was, and will be afflicted since the devil has been cast down to earth and has been 
given permission to wage war against the saints.  Paul as a holy man and obedient Christian 

hardly knew a time when he was not persecuted.  This means that Paul must be intending 
the promise to apply in a different way.  This highlights that the 10 commandments cannot 
be copied and pasted without reference to the fact that we are in the New Covenant.  How 

then did Paul see this promise being fulfilled?   
 
Firstly, we can accommodate the idea that if you live a holy life as God created you to do, 

you will generally have a happier life.  If you live a life avoiding drugs and alcohol; and are 
faithful to your spouse; and are diligent at work; and are honest with your neighbour; and 
selflessly serve your neighbour, and you keep the laws of the land, etc., you will have a 

better life than a criminal or an adulterer or a thief.  God has indeed built it into His creation 
that sin is often its own punishment.  Cause and effect often bring the consequences of our 
sins back on our own heads whether it is lying, stealing, sleeping around, etc.  this however 

must be held with a careful qualification.  In the OT under the covenantal conditions them 
this would have generally been more true, however since we are no longer a nation or a 
theocracy we will see more exceptions to the rule.   
 

Secondly, in the New Covenant the blessings that accrue to us are predominantly spiritual 
and not physical.  We do not agree with the prosperity teachers who copy and paste OT 
blessings for the church.  No things will go well for us in the sense that we will bear much 



spiritual fruit.  In fact, it is often through trials and difficulties that we receive our best 
blessings in sanctification and faith.   

 
Thirdly, we must also understand Paul’s words eschatologically.  Long life in the land was a 
foreshadow of eternal life in the new creation.  The message translated into New Covenant 

terms means that if you obey the gospel that you hear from your parents and follow their 
instruction in Christ, you will know eternal life in the New Creation. 
 

So here is the main application that the children should take from Paul’s words in Ephesians 
6:1-3.  Listen carefully to your Christian parents, listen to their instruction as they teach you 
about the world, about the consequences of sin, about the sinfulness of your own heart and 

most importantly as they teach you the gospel.  God has given you parents, not to suppress 
you as the world would have you believe, but to bring the best of all blessings, to bring you 
into a positive relationship to God through Jesus Christ.  The best thing that your parents 

could ever do for you is not be rich so you can have every convenience and gadget you ever 
wanted; nor be permissive so that you could follow every desire you ever have; but give you 
a loving home where Christ is honoured and point you to the Savior and teach you how to 
love and serve Him.  I had the sort of parents that my friends thought were cool.  My father 

was in prison for drug dealing, my mother let me sell drugs to my friends.  My friends 
envied my parents because they were permissive and let me sin to my heart’s content.  This 
is the lie of sin, it says being able to all of your sinful heart’s desire will make you happy; but 

the truth is that doing what God made us to do is the true path of happiness.  Looking back 
I would rather have those parents that teenagers are embarrassed about, parents who love 
Jesus, who go to church, who talk about the bible and who would care enough about me 

and my friends to have a Christ centered home that all who came there would know who we 
served.               
            

 


