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I mentioned last week that a great model for your job as a parent of siblings is that of a mar-
riage counselor. One of the things that brought me to that conclusion was the fact that I was 
continually discovering solid sibling guidance in marriage books and sermons! 
 
Pastor Tim Keller says in his book “The Meaning of Marriage” 

 
Self-centeredness is a havoc-wreaking problem in many marriages and it is the ever-
present problem in every marriage … love is the very opposite of self-seeking. 

 
This same idea could be applied to sibling relationships. At the heart of every conflict is self-
centeredness. Now before you get an image of Mr. Scrooge at his counting table or Miss Pig-
gy at a mirror and dismiss that as related to your kiddos, let’s talk about what self-
centeredness or selfishness really means. 
 
It simply means that we are seeking our own good (or what we perceive to be our own good) 
at the expense of the good of another. 
 
Matthew 22 teaches us that the two greatest commandments are first, to love God with all our 
being, and to love our neighbor as ourselves. 
 
Selfishness or self-centeredness happens when we get these priorities out of order. It means 
that we take what would ordinarily be a good thing, or a good desire, and make it more im-
portant than loving God and loving our neighbor. 
 
St. Augustine referred to this as “disordered loves”. 
 
John Calvin spoke of “idolatry”. 
 
James called these desires “passions” or “lusts,” depending on the translation. 
 
What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are 
at war within you? (James 4:1) 
 
This world is full of so many really good things, experiences, and ideas. But none of these 
should rank higher than loving God and loving our neighbor. 
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When a fight erupts, at least one person (and perhaps both) has his priorities out of order. 
 
So why does this matter? Is it all semantics? Are we just stretching our vocabulary? 
 
It’s very tempting, as a parent, to place the blame on the created items. I once read of a moth-
er (jokingly) referring to the red Little Tikes car over which her children were perpetually 
fighting as “the Sin Wagon”. She said balloons had the same effect on her kids. (I was relieved 
to learn we weren’t the only ones). 
 
But the truth of the matter is that there isn’t anything wrong with balloons. Or Little Tikes cars. 
These objects are morally neutral. They don’t have souls, and so they can’t sin. 
 
The problem, of course, comes from the heart of the child. When the child decides that he 
loves having a balloon or a ride in the play car more than he loves his sibling, a problem fol-
lows. 
 
Our understanding of the inner workings of this conflict help us to make careful decisions 
about how to handle the problem. 
 

1. Taking away the item won’t actually solve the problem. If the problem occurs be-
cause a child has decided that she prefers her own pleasure to her brother’s happiness, 
removing the object of her pleasure won’t change her heart. In other words, if the physical 
object didn’t cause the sin, removing it can’t cure the sin. 
 
Just as with the Biblical practice of fasting, abstaining from a created thing (or activity) can 
be of spiritual benefit if the time away is used to re-order priorities and affections and to 
search one’s heart. 
 
Be careful, however, not to assume that simply the act of abstinence itself will produce 
spiritual benefits. Paul talks about this. With reference to man-made rules about what 
things should not be eaten, touched, or done, he says, 
 
“These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceti-
cism and severity to the body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the 
flesh.” (Col 2:23) 
 
In other words, if your son cares more about his own entertainment than he cares about 
his sister, removing the toy over which they are currently fighting doesn’t automatically 
bring about any moral or spiritual growth on his part. He could simply latch on to a new 
way of entertaining himself that is still more important to him than is his sister. 
 
2. However, it IS right to recognize the object of temptation. Sure, the Sin Wagon is-
n’t really a sinful thing. But if you’ve recognized that your children have their priorities out of 
order, you may need to remove the source of temptation in order to be able to help them re
-sort their desires. Like trying to have a conversation while the television is on, encourag-
ing children to put each other first while the object of their disordered affection is still within 
reach may not be reasonable or helpful. 
 
Jesus warns us not to provide sources of stumbling to our children.“Woe to the world for 
temptations to sin! For it is necessary that temptations come, but woe to the one by whom 
the temptation comes!” (Matthew 18:7) 
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3. Assigning moral value to created things has other implications. Not only children 
but also adults can be confused or burdened with unnecessary guilt or shame if they are 
led (intentionally or not) to understand certain things to be evil, such as particular foods or 
drinks, household objects, or even certain parts of their bodies. 
 
Paul also said, “All things are lawful for me, but not all things are helpful. All things are law-
ful for me, but I will not be dominated by anything.” (1 Corinthians 6:12) 

 
The best and most lasting guidance we can give to our children concerning things that pose a 
temptation is training them to search their own hearts. How do they know what things are help-
ful? How do they know if they are being dominated by something? 
 
One good test is the test of thankfulness. 
 
“For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with 
thanksgiving.” (1 Timothy 4:4) 
 
Receiving a good thing with thanksgiving implies that we see it as an undeserved gift. When 
we love something more than we love God or a neighbor, we are treating that object (or expe-
rience) as a right to be demanded, not a gift for which to be thankful. 
 
Print out the PDF below. Use it to evaluate a few conflicts that have happened recently in your 
home. Guide your children through the process of evaluation, too. 


