	[image: image1.jpg]Christian Parenting

Series



[image: image9.jpg]JAMES:

LIVING THE
JI @ %



[image: image9.jpg]
	Leader’s Guide

Make God Real to Your Children
Page 2


[image: image10.png]




[image: image11.png]


[image: image37.jpg]SmaII






	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Developing the Spiritual Life
of Children
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Table of Contents

Click on the study title or article you’d like to see: 

Study 1: Make God Real to Your Children


Article 1: Make God Real to Your Kids


Study 2: Teach Children to Pray


Article 2: Let the Children Pray


Study 3: Make Church a Positive Experience for Kids


Article 3: Kids in Church


Study 4: Help Children Make Faith Their Own


Article 4: The Secret to Faith-Filled Kids


Study 5: Nurture a Child’s Faith


Article 5: Growing a Praying Family


Study 6: Use Stories to Pass on the Faith


Article 6: “Tell Me a Story”


	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


[image: image12.jpg]Christian Parenting

Series



[image: image2.jpg]Christian Parenting

Series




	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Leader’s Guide for Study 1

Make God Real to Your Children

Use everyday examples to teach your child about God’s love,
creation, knowledge, and presence.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	How can children today differentiate between what is real and what is make believe? Years ago a child’s imagination was the only creator of make believe. Today there is a whole industry that caters to young minds. Characters we read about now come to life on large screens. In addition, children can actually talk to beloved characters at theme parks. 

In this world of make believe, how can God become real to our children? What are the truths every child should learn? What are some practical ways to help our children grow? These are some of the questions we will be looking at in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	




Lesson #1

Scripture:
Genesis 1; Deuteronomy 31:6; Psalm 121; Acts 7:49–50; Romans 10:17; 1 Peter 5:7; Hebrews 11:1–3

Based on:
“Make God Real to Your Kids,” by Karyn Henley, Christian Parenting Today, May/June 1999

PART 1

[image: image13.png]


Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Make God Real to Your Kids,” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

Every day children of all ages watch Barney and other characters march into their living rooms and stay for hours. If they are not watching videos with their favorite characters, they can hear talking books or listen to musical CDs. 

When Christmas comes, Santa appears in many stores with long lines of eager children, sometimes overshadowing a young baby in a manger. At Easter there are egg hunts where children catch glimpses of a giant bunny but rarely hear of a savior on a cross. How can God compete with the make-believe world? How can we, as parents, help our children to understand that God is real? We need to meet our children where they are. Karyn Henley says in her article, “Talking is a natural way to connect. You don’t have to talk about Jesus every moment, but you should be modeling Christian values.”

Children learn values by watching their parents. A child’s faith is delicate and needs to be nurtured. One of our best tools is God’s Word. We have the privilege of teaching straight from the Bible. 

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Who was the first person that taught you about God? What did he or she teach you?

[Q]
Did you ever have any confusion as to whether God was real when you were a child? Why or why not?

[Q]
How might all the imaginary characters children encounter confuse them about God?

[Q]
How might we help our children distinguish between imaginary characters and God?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Children need to understand that God loves them.

Children need to be taught that God loves them. The best time to demonstrate this is when you show your child love. Whenever you hug your child, use it as a teaching opportunity. Hug them and whisper, “God loves you and so do I.” Read 1 John 4:19 to them, “We love because he first loved us.” Explain that love was God’s idea. 

A wonderful Bible verse for young children to memorize is John 3:16. God demonstrated his love for the world by sending Jesus to die for our sins. Love is not just a word—it is an action. Children may want to know more about a God who loves them so much.

Prayer is an important part of making God’s love real to children. Read 1 Peter 5:7. God tells us to let him know about anything we care about. Explain to children that prayer is a way we can talk to God whenever we want, without a phone! We can help children turn even their smallest concerns into requests they bring to God. Their faith in God will grow with each answered prayer; their patience will grow while they wait for those answers.

In addition to teaching children about God’s love, we can tell them about forgiveness. When children are disciplined, parents can make a point of letting them know their behavior is not acceptable, but they are still loved. In like manner God hates sin, but loves the sinner.

[Q]
Share a practical way we can explain how much God loves us. What do you think is a barrier to children believing in God’s love?

[Q]
Give three evidences in your life that God loves you.

[Q]
Do you think it’s possible for people who do not have a personal relationship with God to feel his love? Give reasons for your answer.

[Q]
How can the knowledge of God’s love help children when something goes wrong in their lives?

[Q]
How can you teach the love of God to a child who feels unloved? What special methods can be employed?

Teaching point two: Children need to understand that God made everything.

It’s fun watching a child discover things—the first time they pick up a flower or see an animal. We see anew the wonder of the world through their eyes. As children get older, parents and educators have the privilege of explaining that God created everything we see. Read Genesis 1 aloud, with feeling. 

How wonderful to be able share with our children that the Master Creator made all things for our enjoyment. God made us with the five senses of sight, smell, hearing, touch, and taste to enjoy everything he made. And God alone created living things; no one else can make a butterfly.

Read Hebrews 11:1–3. God also gave us faith, the ability to believe in what we can’t see. Faith is something that can grow within us. Read Romans 10:17. The more we hear God’s Word, the more we grow in faith, no matter how old we are. 

Who of us cannot remember our wonder the first time we heard about God creating the heavens and the earth. Read Acts 7:49–50. God made it all, every detail. Close your eyes for a moment. God took nothing and made everything in existence—things we can see unaided and even things it takes a microscope to detect.

Taking a walk with your child can give you an opportunity to notice much of God’s creation. God becomes more real to a child when there is a connection made from the Creator to the child’s world. 

[Q]
Explain how something as simple as making a meal for your child can turn into a lesson about God.

[Q]
What other daily activities can be instrumental in illustrating truths about God?

[Q]
What kind of occurrence in creation could you use to show that God is all-powerful? All patient?

[Q]
How might you explain to school-age children any contradictions they may hear at school about God being the Creator of the world? 

Activity to help your child understand God as Creator: Take a large shoebox complete with lid. On one end of the box, make a hole the size of a grapefruit. With their eyes closed, let them one by one try to identify the objects you place inside the box. Some examples could be: an apple, an orange, a flower, etc. Ask them to describe the texture of the object and what it smells like. Then let them guess what it is. When they are finished with all the items, talk about God’s wisdom in creating these things.

Teaching point three: Children need to understand that God watches over us.

A child’s fears can provide opportunities of teaching about God as protector. In her article, Karyn talked about a child’s fear of thunder. “It’s helpful to say: ‘I understand you’re afraid of the thunder. Why don’t you sit in my lap so we can rock for a minute? And let’s sing a song about God’s love and care while we’re rocking.’ That’s a great time to help your child think about God’s protection.” Children need to know that God is bigger than any fears they have. Sometimes at night their fears grow and nightmares develop. Our arms can bring comfort, and our words can point to the one who has given us comfort from our fears. A wonderful truth about God is that he never sleeps. So, when we struggle with an inability to sleep, we know we don’t sit up alone. 

Children will more likely believe in the God their parents believe in. They follow by example. We can show our children how to worry, or we can show them how to trust. Telling them to trust while we are consumed with worry is ineffective. We need to model truth.

Read Psalm 121. God doesn’t sleep, but instead watches over us, which gives us peace. Children need to feel safe and secure. From the time we cradle them in our arms until the time they move out on their own, children need to feel protected. The picture of a shepherd tenderly watching over his sheep clearly depicts our heavenly father who never slumbers.

[Q]
What kinds of things do children need to be protected from in this day and age?

[Q]
What are some practical ways to help our children feel safe?

[Q]
Share a characteristic of God that helps you feel safe.

[Q]
Share an example from Scripture of how God protected someone. Give a personal example of how God has protected you.

[Q]
If our present world is more dangerous than the one we grew up in, how do we deal with our own fears so we won’t pass them on to our children?

[Q]
What do most people do to feel safe? How are Christians different than others in where they find their security?

Teaching point four: Children need to understand that God will always be present.

Many times our children are left in the care of others. A child learns to trust a parent when they are told, “Mommy will be back,” and then, as promised, she returns. This provides another teachable moment. We can let our children know that God is always with them, even when Mommy or Daddy is gone. This truth can grow into a promise the child will always hold onto. 

In this throwaway culture it is important for children to know that God is eternal and omnipresent; he will always be there. This cannot be said of anyone else. Some children may have experienced the loss of a relative or a cherished pet. Children need to know that God will never die. 

Read Deuteronomy 31:6. A child needs to understand that God always keeps his promises. If he says he will never leave us, we can depend on that. When a child is waiting for something important, it feels like an eternity. That simple example may help a child grasp the concept of forever. Forever is longer than anyone has ever waited. 

[Q]
Share possible ideas of how to teach the concept of being eternal and omnipresent. Can a young child grasp this concept? Why or why not?

[Q]
How might you teach Deuteronomy 31:6 to your child? How can you remind them that God will never leave them when they are frightened? 

[Q]
How would you respond to a child’s question, “If God is always here, why does he let bad things happen?”

[Q]
What examples can you give to contrast something that is eternal with something that is temporal?

[Q]
How much value does society place on the eternal? Share a commercial or product that supports your answer.

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Children are impressionable, open to learning, and full of wonder. What a privilege it is to teach children about God. Children need to know God personally in order to relate to him daily. They need to learn about his character. Truth needs to be broken into little pieces that young ones can digest. Children need to feel free to ask questions of us, knowing we will try our best to find the answers. They need to know the basics—that God loves them and that he made everything, including them. They need to rest in the fact that God watches over them and will always be there for them. 

The smallest things can be used as illustrations of God. With every example, a child can increase his or her knowledge of God. The enthusiasm we bring to this endeavor is sure to be reflected on their faces. The more we attempt to tie God into our day-to-day living, the more he becomes a reality to those around us. When we get excited about answered prayer, we can foster anticipation in our children when they pray. We can show them that God is real by showing them he is real to us. 

[Q]
Can you think of a children’s song that incorporates some of the truths in this study?

[Q]
How can our children get excited about telling their friends what God is like? What practical things can we do to encourage this?

[Q]
Imagine you are trying to convey truths about God to a child who is blind; what would you use to illustrate God’s gentleness? His power? 

[Q]
Other than Jesus, give an example of someone in the Bible who exemplified that God was real in his or her life.

Action Point: Out of our five senses, which do you think is the easiest to use in an illustration of what God is like? Plan how you will use that illustration with your children this week.

—Study prepared by Anne Peterson, poet, speaker, and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.

Recommended Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Raising Children Course

-Christian Parenting Today Course

-Christian Parenting Today Discipline Course

· Making Time for God: Daily Devotions for Children and Families to Share, Susan Garrett, Amy Plantinga Pauw (Baker, 2002; ISBN 0801045053)
· Guiding Your Child Toward God, Sybil Waldrop (Broadman / Holman, 1991; ISBN 0805456600)
· First Steps Series: First Steps in the Bible, Beginning Lessons of God’s Love, Stephen Elkins (Broadman / Holman, 2006; ISBN 0805426728)

· Everyday Talk: Talking Freely and Naturally Everyday With Your Children, John Younts (Shepherd Press, 2005; ISBN 097230469X)

Article

Make God Real to Your Kids

It’s easier than you think, says child-friendly educator Karyn Henley.

Interview by Ron R. Lee, for the study “Make God Real to Your Children.”
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We all want to make God’s love and care real to our kids, but it can be a challenge. We sit Jimmy down to hear a Bible lesson only to find that he’s more interested in poking his brother and tipping his chair back on two legs—before falling over. Even when no stitches are required, it’s frustrating. 

Many of us feel we’re not doing that great a job at the most important task facing Christian parents. But before you don sackcloth and ashes, consider the hands-on approach advocated by child-education specialist Karyn Henley. 

“Kids can learn from the direct teaching approach,” she says, “but they really learn better in other ways.” Karyn is a popular speaker and the author of several books, including The Beginner’s Bible (Zondervan), God’s Story (Tyndale) and Child-Sensitive Teaching (Standard). She and her husband, Ralph, live in Nashville with their two sons.

How can we make our children’s spiritual development a more natural part of family life? 

We often think of family devotions as everyone sitting down together to read the Bible and pray. But with young children, family devotions don’t have to involve reading anything. Children 5 and under learn best by moving around and touching things. So if your kids are preschool age, do something active for family devotions.  

What else works with young children? 

Talking is a natural way to connect. You don’t have to talk about Jesus every moment, but you should be modeling Christian values. You do that in the daily routines of family life—washing clothes or cleaning up spills. When you serve your family, you are modeling part of what it means to have a Christlike character. 

But do kids realize that when Mom cleans up a mess, she’s demonstrating a Christlike spirit? 

They won’t make the connection, but you can. Just say, “I’m being a helper. And sometimes you help me. Those are things that God likes us to do.” 

But even when you’re not talking about it, you are building into your child’s life a picture of how Christian faith is lived out. And your life speaks louder than any words you’ll say. If he sees you read your Bible regularly, one day he’ll sit down with a book. He might be holding it upside-down, but he’s pretending to read his Bible. 

When we encounter a “teachable moment” in our child’s life, how can we make full use of the opportunity? 

The best way is to use Jesus’ method, which involves connecting a truth with the listener’s experience. Identify one of your child’s experiences, verbally connect the truth to that experience, then challenge the child to think about God. 

What does this look like at home? 

Let’s say the sun is beginning to set. You and your child could draw a chalk outline around a shadow on the driveway. Then you’d say, “Let’s come back in ten minutes and see where the shadow is.” 

When you come back, you’ll see that the shadow has moved. But you can explain: “The shadows caused by the sun move. But the Bible says that God ‘does not change like shifting shadows’ (James 1:17). That’s a verse from the Bible.” You’ve taken something concrete and connected it to a truth in the Bible. 

Then, to help your child consider the significance of God’s unchanging nature, you could say, “I’m glad God doesn’t change. What are some things about God that you’re glad never change?” You’re challenging your child to think about God’s character.  

God’s creation provides natural opportunities for lessons about his character. But what about difficulties in a child’s life? Should we use troubling experiences to teach spiritual truth? 

It’s not too early to do that, even when your kids are preschoolers. Let’s say your child’s friend is hurting because her parents are getting a divorce. The friend fears she’ll never see her dad again. 

If your child is concerned about her friend’s pain, talk about the situation. You can begin by asking, “Why do you think Jenny was crying?” By asking and listening, we learn what our children understand, what they’re confused about, and what they might be thinking. Usually, all they want is a simple explanation. 

Just say, “This was a very sad thing that happened to your friend’s parents. Let’s pray for her and then think about what we can do to help her feel better.” 

What about troubling experiences in the child’s own life, such as being afraid of the dark? How can we use those as teaching opportunities? 

First, remember that it’s natural for a child to be afraid or unsure—such as being frightened by thunderstorms or being shy around strangers. We parents are afraid of some things, too. 

You can help by showing your child that he can come to you with his fears, and you will not just push that away. Children want to be heard. But without realizing it, we often block the process. When a child’s afraid, a parent might say, “Oh, thunder won’t hurt you. Be a big boy and be brave.” That doesn’t acknowledge the child’s feelings. 

What would be a better way to respond? 

It’s helpful to say: “I understand that you’re afraid of the thunder. Why don’t you sit in my lap so we can rock for a minute? And let’s sing a song about God’s love and care while we’re rocking.” That’s a great time to help your child think about God’s protection. 

Another thing that helps is telling stories. If you can find good storybooks that deal with the same thing your child is struggling with, read them to your child. Or you can make up your own simple stories. 

Some of us have trouble making up good stories. Is there another way we can address our kids’ problems? 

Yes, take advantage of playtime. When you play with your child, she develops more trust in you, especially in the preschool years. As you get down on the floor and pretend to be a doggie, you are able to talk together in ways that you can’t do if you sit her down and say, “There now, let’s talk.” 

Also, you can set up situations with toys that address your child’s concerns. Just say, “This little bear is afraid to go to bed at night. His mom and dad are over here.” Then let the child play with the figures. She might say, “Now the little bear isn’t afraid ’cause his mom closed the window and the curtains stopped blowing, and they said a prayer to God. And God is watching over him.” So far we’ve talked about parents teaching their kids. But young children do have a natural softness toward God. How can we learn from our kids? 

Adults lose our sense of awe because we tend to focus on what’s in our brains instead of what God has put in front of us. We can be sitting very quietly but lack peace inside because we’re thinking about what we didn’t do that we should have done, or what we’re supposed to do three hours from now that we really dread doing. We are continually living either in the past or in the future. 

But children live in the present. What a child sees, what he smells, what he hears, what he tastes, what he touches, that’s where he’s living. 

That’s why kids see those awesome things in God’s creation that we overlook, because we just go blind. So let your kids inspire you with awe and let it draw you into seeking God. 

God gives us children to grow us up, but he gives us children to keep us childlike inside, too.

Karyn Henley encourages parents to weave lessons about God into routine events. Here are ways to do that. 

Supply spiritual nourishment at breakfast. “While you’re making pancakes,” she says, “tell your kids: ‘This pancake is round like the sun, and I know a story where God made the sun stand still’ (Joshua 10:12-15). Then tell that story while you’re making pancakes. You can even pull the edges of the pancake out to make rays coming off the sun. You’re translating a biblical story for your children, but you’re making it active.” 

Take a pretend trip. “Spread a blue plastic tablecloth out on the floor,” Karyn suggests, “and tell a story dealing with water—like Noah and the ark. Using the full length of the tablecloth, outline the shape of the ark with masking tape or with blocks. Have your kids bring their stuffed animals to put on the ‘ark’ while you tell the story of Noah and the great flood.” 

Spend time on the floor. “Pretend you’re in a meadow. Count out 99 cotton balls and pretend they’re sheep. Tell your kids the last sheep is lost. Have them close their eyes while you hide the 100th ‘sheep.’ After your kids find it, tell about the shepherd who went in search of his lost sheep (Matthew 18:10-14; Luke 15:1-7).” 

—Ron R. Lee

Bananas from Heaven 

According to Karyn Henley, even babies can learn about God when you connect lessons with their direct experience. 

“When they’re eating a banana,” she explains, “just say, ‘God made the banana.’ They may not know the word ‘God’. They may not even know the word ‘banana,’ but they know the flavor. And you’re communicating to your baby through what he understands. 

“When he feels the rain, tell him: ‘God made the rain.’ When he’s in the bath, explain: ‘God made the water.’ You’re introducing your child to God’s creative nature. 

“When you cover him with a blanket or put a sweater on him when he’s cold, just say: ‘I’m taking care of you. God takes care of you, too.’ That introduces your child to God’s caring nature. 

“And when you’re hugging or rocking your child, say: ‘I love you, and God loves you.’ Even if he’s too young to know the words ‘love’ or ‘God’, your child knows the feeling of being loved. And you’re introducing him to God’s loving nature.” 

—Ron R. Lee

Copyright © 1999 by the author or Christianity Today International/Christian Parenting Today Magazine. May/June 1999, Vol.11, No. 5, Page 44

[image: image15.jpg]Christian Parenting

Series



[image: image3.jpg]Christian Parenting

Series




	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Leader’s Guide for Study 2

Teach Children to Pray

This could be the most important skill we pass on to our children.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Most people remember their first prayer, whether it was “God is great, God is good, and we thank him for our food” or the classic nighttime prayer, “Now I lay me down to sleep.” But prayer is more than simply saying some words over and over; prayer is communicating with the Maker of the Universe. Prayer is pouring our hearts out to the one who created us and petitioning him on behalf of others. 

Teaching our children to pray is an awesome responsibility. What is the first thing a child needs to know about prayer? What does Jesus say about prayer? What can we teach children about the times God says no? These are some of the questions we will look at in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #2

Scripture:
1 Samuel 12:23; Psalm 84:11–12; Matthew 5:43–44; John 11:32–44; 15:1–7; James 5:16

Based on:
“Let the Children Pray,” by Esther Ilnisky, Christian Parenting Today, July/August 2001

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Let the Children Pray,” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

The world is a busy place. With e-mail, cell phones, and text messages, people continually communicate with one another. And yet the God of the universe, who requires no special technology, simply waits to hear our voices. Plan any meeting at church and you will fill the room; make it a prayer meeting and there will be plenty of empty chairs. Sadly, prayer is not a priority in our lives; it is something we know we should do but seldom get around to. People run to pray when there is a crisis but often get through a day easily without praying. How can we make prayer a priority in the lives of our children? The only way to teach our children about prayer is to effectively model it. Anything less is just talk.

Prayer doesn’t have to be something done mechanically; we can have childlike enthusiasm. Esther Ilnisky said, “In my work with young children all over the world, I’ve seen that kids can get excited about prayer. In fact, I believe God equips children with a special ability to pray that we grown-ups can learn from.”
Discussion starters:

[Q]
Have you ever regularly attended a prayer meeting? Would you say there was enthusiasm present?

[Q]
Are you satisfied with your present prayer life? What changes could you make to improve it?

[Q]
What was the first prayer you remember saying as a child? Was it meaningful or simply habit? Why?

[Q]
If you are a parent, what was the first prayer you taught your children? How old were your children when you introduced them to prayer?

[Q]
Are you in favor of teaching prayers to your children or letting them make up their own prayers? Give reasons for your answers.

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Children discover what God is like through prayer.

Prayer could be the first thing children learn about their heavenly father. Children need to know that God loves them and provided a wonderful way to communicate with him. However, for prayer to be significant, a person needs to know who he or she is praying to; the relationship must come first. Read John 15:1–7. 

Jesus explained to his disciples that there is a correlation between the relationship they have with him and the answers to their prayers. When a child asks a parent for something, the relationship precipitates the request. 

In his book Papa Prayer, Larry Crabb says, “Relational prayer is the center of all true prayer. The power of petitionary prayer depends on the centrality of relational prayer.” Teaching children about God and who he is is crucial if we are going to teach them about prayer. Once they learn about the character of God, their little minds will grow with questions they have about this wonderful God. It will become hard for them to keep silent.

Esther Ilnisky said, “When Jesus was on earth, he enjoyed spending time with families, and he absolutely loved interacting with children. Prayer is the best way for our children to experience that same closeness today. When we give our children the chance to be themselves and pray in their own unique way, we open up their hearts to a deeper, more personal relationship with their heavenly father.” 

[Q]
What kinds of things can we teach our children about God’s character? How can we help them to understand these truths?

[Q]
What is the key in John 15 to developing our relationship with God?


Leader’s Note: We must realize that being in him is the important part. He is the source of all we can be.

[Q]
Adults who know the character of God and yet neglect prayer as a regular discipline lose out. What do you think are some of the main reasons people don’t pray?

[Q]
What are some of the things that could cause someone to feel distant from God?
Optional Activity: God is gracious. God is loving. God is long-suffering. Choose one of these characteristics of God and turn it into a prayer that you could teach a child.

Teaching point two: Children need to know that God hears every prayer.

God’s ears are open to his children, just as a parent’s ears are open to his or her child. But unlike earthly parents, God never gets too tired to listen. And although a parent can only hear one person at a time effectively, God can hear each of us perfectly, no matter when we pray. He doesn’t screen our calls, he doesn’t need call waiting, and his line is never busy. 

Read John 11:32–44. When Jesus went to see his good friends Mary and Martha after their brother had died, he was sad. When Jesus prayed, the first thing he did was thank God for hearing him (vv. 41–42). Jesus didn’t wonder if his Father was listening, he knew it. And Jesus didn’t thank God after Lazarus came alive; he thanked God, believing his prayer was already heard. He could pray that way because he knew God listened to his prayers. We can pray with the same confidence. By modeling that for our children, we foster an expectancy that God hears us. 

[Q]
Give an example of a time you prayed with confidence in front of your children. How did that encourage them to believe God?

[Q]
How do you communicate to your children that God is always listening?

[Q]
Share a time when you thanked God for something you had not yet received. Why would God honor such a prayer?

[Q]
What can you say to your children if they feel that God has not heard their prayers? How can you explain why we don’t always get what we want and pray for?


Leader’s Note: You could explain that sometimes you don’t give them what they want because you know it won’t be good for them, and that God is much wiser than you are. Part of knowing God is trusting him with things we don’t understand.

Teaching point three: Children learn to focus on others through prayer.

Jesus answered many requests for people while he was on Earth. Sometimes their request was answered as a result of their faith in him, like the man with leprosy in Matthew 8. Other times Jesus healed a person because someone else believed he could do it, like the centurion in Matthew 8 who came on behalf of his servant. There are some things we pray about for ourselves, but prayer also helps us to focus on others. 

Children are born self-centered. Praying for others helps them to see that the world does not revolve around their needs. Sometimes, in praying for others, we see that our needs pale in comparison. We can extend prayers for those we know, but we can also pray for those on the other side of the world. 

Esther writes, “Today’s children are the most informed generation in history, and they have concerns about world issues. They face grim realities—sexual predators, kidnappers, and kids killing kids. To articulate their feelings to God about these and other undeniably troubling matters—drugs, murder, abuse, abortion, violence—is a great source of peace.”

Read 1 Samuel 12:23, James 5:16, and Matthew 5:43–44. We need to teach our children to pray in this manner, by modeling concern for others in our prayers. When your child is upset with another child, this is the perfect opportunity to turn your child’s focus off of him or herself and onto the person that inflicted the pain. By doing this, you are stretching your children to constructively take their hurt and give it to God, instead of giving resentment a place to take root, and you are teaching them to care about others as they do themselves.

[Q]
Share a time you prayed for someone you were struggling with. How did the situation change as a result of your prayer? 

[Q]
What is the value of praying for our enemies? How can we convey this to our children?

[Q]
List at least three benefits of praying for others. Which would you say is the most important? How might you communicate these to your children?

[Q]
Which of the following mostly dominates your prayers? 

A) Thanks and praise to God

B) Praying for your needs

C) Praying for the needs of others 


Which one do you spend the most time on in your prayers with your children?

[Q]
How can we become more conscious of the needs of others? How can we help our children to do so?

Teaching point four: Children grow in their faith when they see how God answers their prayers.

It’s exciting when God answers our prayers. We see a loved one get well; we get the promotion we were praying for. But sometimes God’s answer is not the one we were hoping for. Sometimes God says no or wait. We struggle with disappointment. Did God answer our prayers? Did he even hear us? The answer to both of these questions is yes. God both hears and answers, but sometimes it’s not the answer we wanted. Just as a loving parent sometimes has to deny a request, so our heavenly father at times denies our requests. And sometimes we just need to learn to wait.

Read Psalm 84:11–12. We need to teach our children that God’s character is good, and that everything he does is out of that goodness. Through seeing how God answers their prayers, children learn that God is omniscient—that he knows everything. They understand that he can see what lies ahead in their futures. We must teach our children that although we think we know what is good for us and what our needs are, God is far wiser than we are. When our children see how we handle our own disappointments in life, they learn to trust God with their own lives. 

[Q]
Share a time when God’s answer to one of your prayers was no. How did you effectively deal with the disappointment?

[Q]
Share a prayer request for which you have had to wait on or are still waiting on an answer. How has that helped your faith to grow?

[Q]
How can we effectively model for our children how to handle disappointment?

[Q]
If you have children, how do you respond when they are disappointed? How much liberty do they have in expressing that disappointment?

[Q]
What are some positive things we can learn from our disappointments? Give an example of how Jesus handled a disappointment. 

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Prayer introduces a child to God. At a young age a child can discover who God is and that he longs to hear his or her voice. Prayer teaches children how much God loves us, and that he hears each and every prayer. Prayer also helps children take the focus off of themselves and put it on others. Through prayer, children learn that God made us relational people who need each other. Prayer gives them the opportunity to connect with God and others. 

Prayer also gives children the chance to grow. Each answer, whether yes, no, or wait, comes out of God’s love. When we are told to wait, God teaches us patience and how to deal with discouragement. Children learn how to press on and to wait well for his timing. Children will learn that their attitudes about the answers to their prayers indicate where their hearts are. They will discover that prayer is a privilege, not an entitlement. They will understand that they get to make requests, not demands, and the God of the Universe will answer in his time and wisdom.

[Q]
What is the difference between a request and a demand? Have you ever demanded something of God? How can you teach your child the difference?

[Q]
When someone feels they are entitled to something, what is the prevailing attitude? Contrast this with someone making a request of someone.

[Q]
What is the longest amount of time you had to wait for an answer to a prayer? Share how you persevered. Consider sharing this with your child when the time is right.

[Q]
What do you think it means to wait well? Who waited well in Scripture? How can you teach your children to do this?

[Q]
How can we teach our children to accept a no answer to prayer without losing our expectancy for what God can do?

Action Point: Plan ahead what you would like to teach your children about prayer this week. Look for ways to pray with them daily.

—Study prepared by Anne Peterson, poet, speaker, and regular contributor to Christian Bible Studies.
Recommended Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Raising Children Course

-Christian Parenting Today Course

-Christian Parenting Today Discipline Course

· First Steps in Prayer, Stephen Elkins (Broadman / Holman, 2006; ISBN 0805426639)
· The Papa Prayer: The Prayer You Never Prayed, Larry Crabb (Integrity Publishers, 2006; ISBN 1591454247)
· Teaching Your Child How to Pray, Rick Osborne (Moody Publishers, 2000; ISBN 1885358261)
· 52 Ways to Teach Children to Pray, Nancy Williamson (Rainbow Publishers, 1999; ISBN 0937282626)
· What Did Jesus Say About Prayer? Helen Haidle (Zondervan, 2001; ISBN 0310700221)

Article

Let the Children Pray

How to nurture your child’s God-given love of prayer.
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By Esther Ilnisky, for the study “Teach Children to Pray.”

“C’mon everybody, we get to pray now!” shouts 7-year-old Jeremy. Jeremy’s siblings, Jason, 12, and Allison, 4, drop everything and come running to join Jeremy and their parents in a time of family prayer.

Kids excited about prayer? Sounds too good to be true, doesn’t it? But in my work with young children all over the world, I’ve seen that kids can get excited about prayer. In fact, I believe God equips children with a special ability to pray that we grown-ups can learn from.

Most of us have shared a mealtime or bedtime prayer with a child and been moved by the directness and honesty of her prayers. But for whatever reason, we tend to limit our children’s prayers to “God bless Mommy and Daddy” or “Thank you for the rain.” Yet if we really believe prayer changes things, we need to allow our children to be part of the Body of Christ and offer their own prayers.

When Jesus was on earth, he enjoyed spending time with families, and he absolutely loved interacting with children. Prayer is the best way for our children to experience that same closeness today. When we give our children the chance to be themselves and pray in their own unique way, we open up their hearts to a deeper, more personal relationship with their heavenly Father.

As I talk with parents and teachers, I give them these tips for empowering children to pray. Try them with your own children and tap into their God-given potential for prayer.

Believe in your child’s desire to pray. Children love to talk to God. I’ve seen them pour out their hearts in amazing, powerful ways when given the chance to pray on their own. Your child will surprise you with her excitement about prayer when she’s given the go ahead to let loose with what’s in her heart.

Talk spiritual talk with your children. It says you recognize and respect their spirituality. Saying things like, “You are a mighty man/woman of God” (kids love it when I tell them this!), or “The Holy Spirit’s power is so big in you,” lets them know that God is alive in them right now. Asking questions like, “What is God saying to you or showing you from his Word?” or “How did you experience Jesus’ presence and love today?” encourages them to look for God at work in their lives.

Let children pray—without prompting. They want to pray on their own, so resist the urge to guide their words. Their refreshingly non-religious approach to God, I am convinced, is their greatest gift.

Be flexible. While it might be helpful to have a designated time and place for family prayer, make sure your children know they are welcome to pray anytime, anyplace. One mom told me that her family of six often piles into the car after dinner, gets ice cream, and then drives through their neighborhood praying for the community.

Remember Jeremy? He loved to gather his family in his less-than-tidy room for family prayers. Let the kids decide where and when to pray, and they’ll be a lot more excited about it.

Think globally. Today’s children are the most informed generation in history, and they have concerns about world issues. They face grim realities—sexual predators, kidnappers, kids killing kids. To articulate their feelings to God about these and other undeniably troubling matters—drugs, murder, abuse, abortion, violence—is a great source of peace.

Have your children pray for countries they’re studying in school. A song like “Jesus Loves Me” (change the “Me” to “You”) can become a prayer for children living without Jesus or who are suffering because of war, hunger, poverty, or illiteracy. Use a globe, maps, souvenirs from foreign countries, or magazines like National Geographic to help your children understand that God’s people are all over the world.

Make it personal. I teach something called “Identity Prayers” to nurture compassion for others. For example, 5-year-old Mary can pray for all the Marys or all the 5-year-olds in the world.

The “50-50 Principle” works wonders, too. If your child has problems in school, pray for him. Then, have your child pray for all the other children having problems at school. That’s half the prayer for him, half for others. You can use the same idea for any situation—illness, a move, a new sibling.

Let your children pray for you. Tell them your needs. It reminds them you’re human, too. It helps them see that even adults need God. Most of all, it confirms that their prayers matter—to you and to God.

Celebrate every prayer. Affirmation goes a long way toward helping a child enjoy prayer. Say, “Good, job! God hears and answers your prayers!” Applause is good, too. Expressions like this welcome more of the same.

God’s ear is indeed bent low toward the prayers of children, and I believe he uses them in mighty ways. So stand back and listen to God at work in your child’s heart and soul.

Esther Ilnisky’s books, Let The Children Pray (Regal Books) and The Kids in Prayer Manual (Creation House), are available in Christian bookstores or through the Esther Network International Children’s Global Prayer Movement. 

Copyright © 2001 by the author or Christianity Today International/Christian Parenting Today Magazine. July/August 2001, Vol. 13, No. 6, Page 42
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 3

Make Church a Positive Experience for Kids

How can we help kids to love church?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Children need to feel that they are an important part of the church community, says Michelle Leise in her article for Christian Parenting Today magazine. The thoughts, feelings, and attitudes that we develop as children can carry over into our adult lives. This is of critical importance when we consider how kids view church. We want to be purposeful about making church a positive experience for kids so that they desire to have a personal relationship with Christ and intimate fellowship with God’s people. 

Why do children need to observe adults worshiping God? How does our attitude toward children in the church affect their spiritual formation? How can we make church an exciting, kid-friendly environment? Why is it important for kids to serve in the church? These are questions we will be discussing in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #3

Scripture:
2 Chronicles 20:1–19; Proverbs 20:11; Mark 9:36–42; 10:13–16; Luke 2:39–52; 1 Timothy 4:12

Based on:
“Kids in Church,” by Michelle Leise, Christian Parenting Today magazine

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Kids in Church,” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

Church should be a safe haven in the hurricane of life, a place where we come to worship, fellowship, and renew our strength to face the trials of the world. Attitudes about church are often formed in childhood. If church was exciting, fun, and where we felt loved and accepted, we are more likely to feel positively about church when we become adults. If church seemed to be boring, or where we were often in trouble for “improper behavior,” we are more likely to want to avoid it as adults. Such negative attitudes can ultimately hinder a child’s desire to have a personal relationship with Christ and strong, intimate fellowship with other Christians.

We want our children to love being in church. This requires church to be a place where children experience unconditional love, have a sense of belonging to a community, and begin to recognize that God has a plan and purpose for their lives. The environment should be a place that is nurturing, exciting, and fun. We want children to have positive thoughts, feelings, and attitudes toward church that encourage them to run into the outstretched arms of Jesus.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
If you went to church as a child, how did you feel about it? What influenced your thoughts, emotions, and attitudes toward church? Did this impact how you felt about the church once you were an adult? 

[Q]
How do you feel when small children or babies are present in the worship service? Why do you feel this way? 

[Q]
Do you have a relationship with children in the church? If yes, how did you foster that relationship?

[Q]
Do you agree that it is important for young people to love going to church? Why or why not?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Children should see church as a caring community that attends to their physical, emotional, and spiritual needs.

Read Luke 2:39–52. Even as a child, Jesus loved the house of God. He desired to be there more than any other place. He sat in the midst of the teachers, listened to their discourse, and asked them pertinent questions. The temple teachers included him in their discussions and apparently cared for him during the three days he spent with them. 

We want our children to also love being in God’s house. This means we place more emphasis on their fellowship, learning, and joy than on perfect behavior, proper dress, and “acceptable” forms of worship. Jesus loved being in God’s house. We want our children to have the same attitude that Jesus demonstrated.

[Q]
Why do you think Jesus wanted to stay at the temple (v. 43)? Why do you think Jesus expected his parents to know that he was at the temple?

[Q]
How did Jesus’ parents initially respond when they finally found him? Do you think their response was appropriate? 

[Q]
How did Mary’s initial response differ from her later thoughts about what happened (v. 51)? 

[Q]
How do you respond when your children want to be part of church activities that involve time commitments?

[Q]
Leise says we need to make children feel like an important part of the church community. How did the temple teachers include Jesus so that he was a part of their community? 

[Q]
Give practical ways a church should provide for a child’s:

· Physical needs

· Emotional needs

· Spiritual needs

[Q]
Jesus was enraptured with the teaching of God’s Word. How can we create a teaching environment that is kid-friendly? 

Teaching point two: Children grow in their faith by observing adults worshiping God.

Read 2 Chronicles 20:1–19. Judah was in crisis. War was imminent. King Jehoshaphat felt powerless and afraid before the great multitude coming against them. In response to their impending doom, Judah gathered together in God’s temple to seek his help. Entire families, including children and infants, stood before the Lord and waited for his guidance. “We do not know what to do, but our eyes are upon you,” was the cry of their hearts (2 Chronicles 20:12b). 

[Q]
Why do you think the families of Judah brought their infants and children when they prayed to God? What might the children have observed during this intense prayer service? How might this critical time in Judah’s history have shaped the faith of the children of Judah?

[Q]
What might the children of Judah have learned from the following?

· King Jehoshaphat’s admission that they did not know what to do, but their eyes were on God

· Jahaziel’s proclamation that the battle was not Judah’s, but God’s

· God’s promise to be with them and deliver them

· Judah’s response to God’s promises

[Q]
What might the children of Judah have observed about the following?

· Prayer

· Worship

· Trusting God in troubling circumstances

· Giving thanks

· The sovereignty of God

· What to do in a crisis

Teaching point three: Children should feel welcome in the name of Jesus.

Read Mark 9:36–42 and 10:13–16. The disciples apparently felt that Jesus was too important and busy to deal with children. Their actions betrayed attitudes that saw children as hindrances to the mission of Christ and as less important than adults. When Jesus heard the disciples rebuking those bringing the children to him, he was indignant. He commanded respect for the children’s faith by using it as an example for all who desire to come to God. One can imagine him holding out his hands to the children, smiling into their eyes, and welcoming them into his arms. As he held the children, he prayed for them and laid his hands of blessing upon them. Even the babies were readily accepted and loved by him (Luke 18:15). Whatever else Jesus was doing was less important than the children who wanted to be near him. Children were a priority for Jesus.

Jesus told us that when we receive a child in his name, we receive Christ himself. He also called us to be accountable for how we treat children, warning us not to hinder their belief. Our attitudes toward children should be the same as Jesus’ attitude. We should welcome them in his name. This includes finding ways to minister to and bless them, just as Jesus ministered to the children in his presence. Welcoming children in the name of Christ takes conscious effort and attention. Our love for them must come from the overflow of our hearts that recognizes children as treasured gifts from God.

[Q]
What does it mean to welcome children in the name of Jesus? How do we do this practically?

[Q]
Why do you think the disciples tried to prevent the children from getting to Jesus? Why did Jesus rebuke them?

[Q]
How do you think the children felt when the disciples attempted to keep them from Jesus? How do you think they felt when Jesus rebuked the disciples and welcomed them into his arms? 

[Q]
How can we hinder children from coming to Jesus? How can we make access to Jesus easy for the children in our church?

[Q]
Jesus warned us that we would be held accountable for how we treat children. How might people in the church hinder the belief of a child or cause one to stumble? Consider purposeful as well as inadvertent ways this might happen.

[Q]
Even babies were welcomed by Jesus. How can we minister to babies in our church?

Optional Activities

1) In his book The Five Love Languages, Gary Chapman claims that we demonstrate love through physical touch, words of encouragement, acts of service, quality time, and gifts (Moody Publishers, 1992). Which of these love languages did Jesus use to demonstrate his love for children? 

Divide into groups of three or four. Using each of the five love languages, develop a list of practical ways we can help children to feel loved, cherished, and welcomed in our church.

· Physical touch 

· Words of encouragement

· Acts of service

· Quality time

· Gifts

2) List practical examples of how we can use each of the following to create a child-friendly church.

· Environment

· Body language, posture, and facial expressions

· Teaching methods and materials

Teaching point four: Children should understand that God has a purpose and a plan for each of them in the church.

Read Proverbs 20:11 and 1 Timothy 4:12. God had a purpose for Timothy, and he did not want Timothy to let others discourage him in his ministry because of his youth. God has a purpose and a plan for children in the church. They do not have to wait until they are adults to be effective ambassadors for God’s kingdom. 

Throughout Scripture children were used to fulfill God’s purposes. Jesus used the generosity of a young boy to feed 5,000 people with five loaves of bread and two fish (John 6:9–13). God used the courage and faith of a young Israelite girl held captive by the country of Aram to heal the captain of Aram’s army from leprosy and lead him to faith in God (2 Kings 5). As a youth, David had more courage and faith than the soldiers of Israel when he stood up to Goliath in the name of God (1 Samuel 17). Samuel began ministering to the Lord as a prophet when he was a mere boy (1 Samuel 3). Jesus himself was only 12 years old when he amazed the people in the temple with his understanding of Scripture (Luke 2:40–52). Children who love God impact their world by their words and behavior. The Book of Proverbs tells us that even a child is known by his ways. 

Children can serve in the church in many capacities. Children who learn to serve God and others at a young age are more likely to live a life of service. Serving Jesus together with other believers gives children a sense of purpose and of belonging to the body of Christ, allows them to grow spiritually by imitating and observing those they are serving with, and opens up their hearts to the life of self-sacrifice and service that Christ desires.

[Q]
In what ways might a church body inadvertently look down on the youth in their fellowship? How might this attitude be portrayed? What is a likely outcome of this attitude? 

[Q]
How can children participate in the worship service? (Refer to the attached article for help with ideas.)

[Q]
Paul encouraged Timothy to be an example to those who believe. How might children be encouraged to be an example to those who believe?

Optional Activity

In groups of three or four, list specific ways children might be able to serve in the following areas. 

· Music

· Nursery assistance

· Encouraging the elderly

· Greeting people

· Welcoming other children

· Passing out materials

· Service projects

· Outreach programs

· Helping with church social gatherings like potlucks or church dinners

· Decorating the church/artwork

· Cleaning

· Lawn care

· Other areas

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

God has a purpose and a plan for the children in our churches. We need to welcome them in the name of Jesus and help them to feel part of the community of Christ. We can do this by being purposeful about showing them love and respect, providing opportunities for them to serve others, and allowing them to participate in worship services. If children love attending church, they are more likely to develop a personal relationship with Christ and intimate fellowship with other believers.

[Q]
Has your view toward children in the church changed as a result of this article or study? If yes, share your insights.

[Q]
What does your church do to welcome children? 

Action Points:

· What new ideas might you recommend implementing to welcome children?

· How are children encouraged to serve God and others in your church? What areas of service might be expanded to include children?

· How might you be more purposeful in helping children to feel part of the church community? 

—Study prepared by Julie Kloster, speaker, freelance writer, and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com

Recommended Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Raising Children Course

-Christian Parenting Today Course

-Christian Parenting Today Discipline Course

· Follow Me As I Follow Christ: A Guide to Teaching Children in Church, Cheryl Dunlop (Moody Publishers, 2000, Trade Paperback; ISBN 0802410944)
· Is It a Lost Cause? Having the Heart of God for the Church’s Children, Marva J. Dawn (Eerdmans Publishing,1997, Trade Paperback; ISBN 0802843735)

· Parenting in the Pews: Revised Edition with Study Guide, Robbie Castleman (Intervarsity Press, 2002, Trade Paperback; ISBN 0830823409)

· Postmodern Children’s Ministry: Ministry to Children in the 21st Century Church, Ivy Beckwith (Zondervan, 2004, Trade Paperback; ISBN 0310257549)

· The Child Friendly Church, Boyce Bowden (Abingdon Press, 1999, Trade Paperback; ISBN 0687075742)

Article

Kids in Church

Sure they squirm, giggle, talk, and wiggle, but including your children in the worship service is worth the distraction. Here’s how to help them stay tuned in.

By Michelle Leise, for the study “Make Church a Positive Experience for Kids.”

[image: image20.png]


My days of quiet contemplation at church ceased three and a half years ago when my first child, Elise, was born. Before we had kids, my husband and I were able to pray with reverence and concentrate on every word of the readings. Now, church is one long hour of multitasking. I pray with one eye on my kids. I listen to the sermon while retrieving granola bars from the floor. I sing along to hymns as I fish children’s books out of our backpack. Some weeks, my most worshipful moment is thanking God that my 1-year-old son, Jonah, is intrigued by the new candles up front.

Most of the time, we’re willing to go through this inconvenience because it’s important to us that we worship as a family. But some weeks I find myself thinking, Maybe we should give up and start shipping them to the nursery.
To help me decide if our efforts to keep our kids in church are worth it, I talked to parents, pastors, and religious educators for their opinions. They were unanimous. “One of the most important parts of parenting is teaching your children how to worship,” says Georgene Burt, minister of child education at First Baptist Church of Ellisville, Missouri. “It’s hard sometimes, especially if you have a child who’s very active. You may even have to realize that you’re not going to get very much out of the service. But, remember, like everything else, this stage, too, will pass.”

Some Christian educators believe that including children in the worship service is more than just a nice idea; it’s essential to their spiritual development. Myra Arnold, who teaches religion to 2- to 6-year-olds at Messiah Episcopal Church in St. Paul, Minnesota, says, “Jesus intended for us to bring children into this celebration. Being part of the community of faith is the basis of us being able to live a Christian life, and children are a part of that community. The 2 1/2-year-olds I teach love church. That seems to be the beginning of their sensitivity to spiritual things.”

Even if we firmly believe that our children should participate in the worship service, we often worry about what other people will think. But according to Eric Carlson, pastor of First Lutheran Church in Stoughton, Wisconsin, that’s a worry we can let go of. “It may be distracting [for other parishioners] to hear a baby cry or a toddler say something,” he says. “But remember that Jesus welcomed the little ones. I often think of the time the custodian told me that it looked like it had been a great Sunday morning because there were so many Cheerios in the pews. He was right.”

Making Family Worship Work

While worshiping as a family sounds great in theory, in practice, it can be tough to pull off. But there are ways you can make the task easier. For toddlers and preschoolers, the key is making them feel like an important part of the church community. Encourage your child to be involved in the service. Let her hold the hymnbook and put the money in the collection plate. In the week before the service, learn some of the songs you’ll be singing on Sunday so she can sing along. Sit in the front row so your child can see what’s going on and you can explain to her what’s happening. If she feels welcome and loved in church, she’ll have a more positive view of worship, and that can last all the way to adulthood.

Remember, though, to have realistic expectations for your young children. No 2-year-old will sit quietly for an hour, so you’ll need to find ways to keep him occupied. The First Baptist Church of Ellisville makes “worship bags” for its little ones filled with crayons, coloring pages, and other quiet activities. If your church doesn’t have something similar, put one together yourself. Include stickers, books, and a small snack. Help your child decorate the bag and pick a special place at home to keep it during the week. You can make the bag extra exciting by telling your child that the bag is especially for church.

Older children get bored more quickly, so helping them enjoy church means keeping them occupied. The worship bag (or backpack) idea still works for elementary kids with a few adjustments. Some churches provide kids’ bulletins filled with word searches and other worksheets that make good additions to a worship bag.

If you want to go a step further, you, your pastor, or a group of volunteer parents could make worksheets that use words and ideas from each week’s readings or theme. Or come up with your own unique idea using the talents of your congregation. Carlson says at his previous parish, a member who was an artist made coloring books with drawings that depicted areas of their church. This gave parents an opportunity to teach their kids about the physical structure of the church, while giving the children something constructive to do during the service. 

The Other Six Days

Don’t limit your prep work to Sunday morning. Talk about church throughout the week and tell your children about any special symbols or rituals that will be present the coming Sunday. Or consider creating a prayer table at home that displays items that coincide with the church’s calendar, such as a nativity scene or Easter eggs. It will take a little time to educate yourself, but one of the benefits of teaching your children about faith is that you’re forced to learn a lot in the process.

Children of all ages learn a great deal by repeating what they’ve heard. Toddlers and preschoolers like playing “pretend church.” Let your 3-year-old pretend she’s the pastor or choir director or mommy to her stuffed animals (she might love teaching them to be quiet).

For older children, Deb Bradley, the mother of three children who directs the religious education program for children at her church, offers this tip. “If there is someone you know well who doesn’t attend church—a spouse, a homebound grandparent, a good friend, or neighbor you see on Sundays—give your child the job of telling that person what happened in church and what the message was that day,” she says. Your child will feel important about her task, she’ll listen better, and you’ll get to hear exactly what your son or daughter understood from the service.

Living in the Church

It also helps to think of your goal on a bigger scale. Instead of making church a one-hour-a-week commitment, make it a greater part of your family’s world. You may want to start a program at the church where families pair up with an elderly person and sit together during the service. (Your child will look forward to seeing “Aunt Rose” each week.) Do community projects through your church, and get involved in church festivals and events. Eventually, your church will feel like a community to your child, and in turn, he’ll probably respond to the expectations of that community.

All of these ideas can help get your children involved in worship. But the most crucial step you can take is also the most obvious: make church a joyful ritual. Don’t go just because you think you should. Let your children see you prepare for church with enthusiasm. Make sure they hear and see you getting excited about being part of a Christian community. “It’s the parents’ job to open their children’s hearts to God,” says the Reverend Tom Walker of Red Wing, Minnesota. “Children learn by repetition, by seeing that Mom and Dad are in church every week.”

Brenda Dickel attends church every week with her husband and their 2-year-old daughter, Grace. She says, “It’s true that it’s hard having children in church with you. But not having them there is hard, too. My daughter is a part of our family and when she’s missing, part of the foundation of our family is missing. I don’t like being in church without her.”

I feel the same way, and now I’m re-energized to continue teaching my children how to worship. Slowly I’m seeing progress. Elise loves to sing the songs in church and she gently quiets Jonah when he’s getting noisy. I hope that in time, both my children will be attentive not only to the service, but also to the basic virtues of their faith. For me, that’s worth a few Cheerios in the pews.

—Michelle Leise is a writer and the mother of two. She and her family live in Minnesota.

Copyright © 2003 by the author or Christianity Today International/Christian Parenting Today magazine. Spring 2003, Vol. 16, No. 1, Page 18
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 4

Help Children Make Faith Their Own

If we don’t teach them, who will?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Deuteronomy 6 tells us to impress God’s commandments on our children. We are to talk about them when we sit at home, walk along the road, lie down, and get up. Clearly God has made it a parent’s job to show their children how to follow God. But to do this, we need to understand what that means. The challenge we face is not just teaching our children about God but helping them know God and what it looks like to follow him.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #4

Scripture:
Leviticus 20:7–8, 26; Deuteronomy 6:4–9; 16:7; Psalm 23:6; 94:14; Mark 12:28–31; Romans 12:2; Hebrews 11:6

Based on:
“The Secret to Faith-Filled Kids,” by Kevin Young, Christian Parenting Today, Winter 2002

PART 1

Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person a copy of the article by Kevin Young entitled “The Secret to Faith-Filled Kids,” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

In his book Raising Faithful Kids in a Fast-Paced World, Dr. Paul Faulkner writes, “If your children are devoted to God, the rest of their lives will fall into place. Passing your faith on to your children is your fundamental task. You must not depend on your Sunday schools or youth ministers to instill the way of Jesus in your children. As good as Sunday school teachers are, they only see your children about one or two hours a week—at most. This can’t replace round-the-clock modeling of Mom and Dad. Modeling your faith is one thing that cannot be delegated.”

Authors Linda and Richard Eyre write in Teaching Your Children Values, “some parents, well meaning and with undeniable love for their children, still make the mistake of taking the ‘general contractor’ approach to parenting. Just as a general contractor creates houses by ‘jobbing out’ the actual building to the carpenter, the plumber, the electrician, the mason, many parents expect the ‘subcontractors’ of schoolteachers, scout leaders, ministers, summer-camp staff, music instructors and counselors to build the morality and value systems of their children. And it doesn’t work very well!”

Discussion Starters:

[Q]
What do you think are the most important things to teach our children about God?

[Q]
How do you teach your children about those things?

[Q]
What are some practical ways to impress God’s Word upon your children?

[Q]
What types of godly behavior do you want your children to imitate as they observe you?

Teaching point one: Children live what they observe.

Read Deuteronomy 6:4–9. The Jews bound Scriptures to their left hand (symbolizing living God’s Word in daily activities) and forehead (symbolizing living God’s Word in thoughts and desires) as a reminder that all they thought or did was for God. Orthodox Jews still practice this today. 

In the time of Moses, God’s Word was written on large, cumbersome scrolls that weren’t accessible to the people, so they literally wrote portions of Scripture on their doorframes and gates. Even today, most Jewish homes have a mezuzah—a small, ornamental case with a portion of Scripture inside that is mounted on a doorframe. It serves as a reminder of God’s Word every time they leave or return to their home. 

In Kevin Young’s article, he says, “When God gave the people of Israel the Law, he told Moses to instruct the people to teach these commandments to their children at every conceivable time and occasion. That’s because he knew more is caught than taught in the transmission of faith from one generation to the other.” 

[Q]
What do you think Young meant when he said “more is caught than taught in the transmission of faith from one generation to another”?

[Q]
How do you demonstrate God’s Word to your children daily?

[Q]
How can we teach our children the difference between what God says and what the world says? 

[Q]
What could the doorframes and gates of our homes symbolize today (Deut. 6:9)?

[Q]
Read Romans 12:2. What are some of the patterns of this world that children learn to imitate?

[Q]
Who do your children tend to imitate and why should that concern you?

[Q]
What are some of the values that please and honor God? How are these being taught in your home?

Optional Activity: The following verses are examples of how follow means to imitate. The dictionary definition of imitate means to follow as a pattern, model, or example. Read 3 John 1:11 and 2 Thessalonians 3:7–9 and substitute the word imitate for the word follow. How does this change your understanding of the verses?

Teaching point two: Children imitate their parent’s zeal for God.

Young says in his article “let your children see you living your faith out loud …. Children will not remember everything you say, but they will grow up with a permanent impression of who you are absorbed in the heart. The seeds of faith grow when your children see your example of loving and living for God.”

[Q]
What does it mean to live your faith out loud?

[Q]
What are some things your children absorb from your life when they see you follow God “out loud”?

In Scripture, the word follow can mean to pursue. It means to run after in order to overtake, to haunt, to chase with diligence, or to earnestly seek after. It implies that one will not give up until he or she catches what they are after. The following verses are examples of this meaning. As you read Deuteronomy 16:7, Psalm 23:6 and 94:14, substitute the word follow with pursue. How does this change your understanding of the verses?  

[Q]
What does it mean to pursue something? 

[Q]
How does God pursue us?

[Q]
What are some ways you can teach your children to pursue God and seek after him? 

[Q]
How can it bless your child to know that God diligently pursues him or her?

[Q]
Read Hebrews 11:6. What does this verse imply will happen to those who earnestly seek God?

[Q]
What are some of the rewards our children can expect when they do this? 

Teaching point three: Children must make faith their own.

Young says in his article, “The earlier a young teen can step out in faith, the better the chance they have of forming convictions of their own, and, more importantly, owning the faith they have borrowed from us. … When you give them the chance to be part of the incredible work God is doing in the world, they really will rise to the occasion. Then, instead of treading the water … waiting for the sharks to hit, they become the sharks, slicing through the currents of a secular culture without fear, teeth bared, and determined to make a difference in their world.”

When we model for our children what it is to thirst and hunger for God, they desire to imitate Christ, become his disciples, and diligently pursue God and his Word. They learn to own their faith and live it in their daily lives. They become the influencers instead of the ones being influenced by the culture around them. They are watching us, learning from us, and acting upon the faith they see in us. But what they need to absorb is not a set of beliefs, but the unfailing conviction that God is who he says he is and that his Word is true regardless of the prevailing thinking of our culture and of the consequences of following God.

In his book Beyond Belief to Convictions, Josh McDowell says, “Our kids need a deeply held belief in God and his Word, a belief that will root and ground them in the faith so that no matter what tests or trials or storms of life come their way, they will stand strong …. It is a belief that can equip our children to become ‘twenty-first-century gladiators’ who can enter the arena of an antagonistic culture and not crumble under its pressure.”

Read Leviticus 20:7–8, 26 and Mark 12:28–31.

[Q]
What does it mean to be holy and set apart when we follow God?

[Q]
How can we instill in our children a sense of God’s holiness?

[Q]
What did Jesus say are the first and second greatest commandments? 

[Q]
How can these commandments serve as a foundation for teaching your children to follow God?

[Q]
How can we give our children the freedom and courage to face their peers?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

No doubt some will come away from this study feeling they have blown it with their kids. We all have made mistakes along the way, because none of us is perfect. Even Young admits in his article, “Every parent I know, myself included, lives with regrets. We have made mistakes that we can’t retrieve or erase.” The good news is we aren’t left to do this on our own. We have the Holy Spirit to give us strength and wisdom and to make up for our shortcomings. It is never too late to set a godly example for our children.

In her book Parenting 20-Something Kids, author Martha Pope Gorris offers guidelines for pointing our children to God, even when they are older and we feel we have made mistakes. She writes, “Surrender yourself to God first. Pray for them and with them. Share your own journey of faith with them, even the weak areas. Be authentic in your faith by setting a godly example by your devotional time, forgiving when offended, praying for your enemies, exhibiting love for others. Surrender your children to God … love them unconditionally. Have faith in God’s sovereignty. He’s able to bring your child back to himself.”

[Q]
How can you begin now to teach your child to follow God by your example, even if you haven’t done a good job in the past? What would such a change in you communicate to your children?

Action Point: List changes you feel God wants you to make in your home in order to present a better pattern for your children to follow.

End the study in prayer that each family would be encouraged and have the courage to set an example to their children to follow God.

—Study prepared by Cindy Baum, a freelance writer who has written for Marriage Partnership and Today's Christian Woman.

Recommended Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Raising Children Course

-Christian Parenting Today Course

-Christian Parenting Today Discipline Course

· Beyond Belief to Convictions, Josh McDowell (Tyndale House Publishers, 2002; ISBN 0842374094)

· Raising Faithful Kids in a Fast-Paced World, Dr. Paul Faulkner (Howard Publishing Co., 1995; ISBN 1878990527)

· Teaching Your Children Values, Linda and Richard Eyre (Fireside Publishers, 1993; ISBN 0671769669)

· Parenting 20-Something Kids: Recognizing Your Role As They Find Their Way (Beacon Hill Press, 2005; ISBN 0834122243)

· Teaching Kids About God: An Age-By-Age Plan for Parents of Children from Birth to Age Twelve, John Trent (Tyndale House Publishers, 2003; ISBN 0842376798)

· Teach Them Diligently: How to Use the Scriptures in Child Training, Louis Paul Priolo (Timeless Texts Publishers, 2000; ISBN 1889032204)

Article

The Secret to Faith-Filled Kids

How children really learn to follow God.
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By Kevin Young, for the study “Help Children Make Faith Their Own.”

Call me naïve. I used to think that if my kids attended Sunday school, memorized enough verses, and sat up straight and tall during family devotions, we would produce in them extraordinary faith. About that time I began discipling teenagers for a living. I began to wonder why some students possessed raw courage and exceptional commitment, while others seemed to bob in shark-infested waters, waiting for the hit.

Where did the faith-filled ones get it? Why did the others fall prey? Frankly, I looked at my own children listening to “Whit’s End” and “Psalty the Singing SongBook” tapes and felt terrified. Would this be enough to prepare them for the big leagues—junior and senior high school?

For the past 20 years I’ve motivated young people to live outside their comfort zone, to walk by faith. Many of the ones who stand strong for Christ come from what I call “hothouse environments,” homes where faith has been cultivated. Even through the most turbulent moments of teenage hormonal imbalance, their faith actually insulates them from the affects of a secular culture, while not allowing them to become isolated from it. That has been my prayer for my children since the first moment I held them. I’m sure it’s yours as well.

When our children stand strong in a godless culture, make no mistake—it’s the grace of God. I’ve met few parents who could articulate how their children developed dynamic faith. They usually shrug their shoulders and apologize for all their blunders. So as we strive to build faith in our children, we need to examine the process God uses to strengthen our faith.

We grow as Christians through prayerful study of Scripture. The Holy Spirit opens our hearts to the truths of God’s Word and allows the truth to absorb into the fabric of our hearts. When that happens we are ready to ask God for the strength and wisdom to apply his Word to our lives.

Though nothing guarantees faith-filled kids, following this time-tested process could very well keep our children in the boat and out of the water. In doing so, we must keep in mind the workings of a child’s heart and mind.

Children Observe

When God gave the people of Israel the Law, he told Moses to instruct the people to teach these commandments to their children at every conceivable time and occasion. That’s because he knew more is caught than taught in the transmission of faith from one generation to the other. In Deuteronomy 6, Moses tells the people to teach while they walk, when they lie down, and when they wake up. In other words, be intentional about teaching God’s commands as a way of life. Moses knew that a consistent example of faith does more to prepare a child’s heart than years of sermons combined.

That’s certainly been true for my children. A few years ago, our daughters began to read the Bible and journal their spiritual insights. Every night when I tucked them in, I would catch them with their nose in the Book. Sometimes we would discuss what they read, but most of the time I acted like it was no big deal. Actually, my emotions were flying faster than an aerobic kickboxing routine! “Wow, God where did that come from?” I wondered. “We have never instructed them in that discipline.”

Then it occurred to me that since their earliest days, our daughters have watched Mom and Dad pouring over Scriptures in the dim light of early morning. Like a picture, our example spoke a thousand words. Often, our actions can help our children gather the courage to take an initial step toward being obedient to God.

Children Absorb

The heart is a mysterious muscle. It has the ability to absorb the power of a good example and to harden itself against duplicity. Every parent I know, myself included, lives with regrets. We have made mistakes that we can’t retrieve or erase. But children watch us during the daily grind of life, and their hearts respond to consistency, not perfection. 

Kids know intuitively that their parents are going to make mistakes now and then. It’s when they see inconsistencies in our lives that their hearts become confused, then calloused to the message we teach. It takes work to ensure that our children absorb the right kind of message.

That work starts with a relational connection to their hearts. I travel many weeks out of the year, and so I have to work extra hard to stay connected with my children. Every night I’m at home, I meander into their rooms about the time they’re getting settled for the night, sit at the end of their beds and chat. Taking time like that fosters an occasion for issues and insights to surface. They can hear how God helped me through my day and gather strength for their own unique set of pressures.

These spontaneous conversations show our children that we care deeply for them and can be trusted to listen to what matters in their lives. That trust lays the foundation for their ability to trust God with similar conversations. 

We also need to be intentional about arranging shared ministry experiences with our children. As a family, take time to pray for your community and neighborhood. If and when the chance to talk about your faith with someone else comes along, let your child be part of the conversation. 

Let your children see you living your faith out loud. I’ll never forget taking my oldest daughter on a business trip with me and running into a forensic detective on a plane heading for New York City. She kept us spellbound with a litany of bone-chilling true crime stories. But the thing my daughter remembers most is when we turned the conversation to spiritual things and I ministered to this woman about the loss of her daughter.

Children will not remember everything you say, but they will grow up with a permanent impression of who you are absorbed in the heart. The seeds of faith grow when your children see your example of loving and living for God.

Children Apply

The earlier a young teen can step out in faith, the better the chance they have of forming convictions of their own, and, more importantly, owning the faith they have borrowed from us.

Last fall nine members of a small, rural, Christian school came to New York City to help in the wake of September 11th. I had planned their schedule, and one day found us on a subway heading to a remote school in Queens. The group sat quietly, staring through the foggy windows at an overcast sky. They were anxious, brooding over their mission of talking with urban youth (in other words, they were scared to death!).

Then I had an idea. I moved from student to student, handed them a piece of literature that dealt with the tragedy of September 11 from a Christian perspective, and told them to offer it to a person close to them. Their wide, blinking eyes said it all: “You want me to talk to a perfect stranger?” With a little nudge they set off, each student taking the initiative to talk to someone new.

When we arrived at our destination, the students had handed out every one of my pamphlets. They were galloping up the aisles and laughing the way kids normally do. A businessman turned to me as he exited the train and mouthed the words, “Thank you.” Several students took notice, and their eyes lit up. It wasn’t that these kids lacked faith, just a chance to express it.

You might look at your child and wonder if anything you’ve said or done over the last decade has sunk in. I promise you, it has. When you faithfully seek God in your life, your children really will notice. When you take a genuine interest in them and build a heart connection with them, they really will cherish it. When you give them the chance to be part the incredible work God is doing in the world, they really will rise to the occasion. Then, instead of treading the water of adolescence waiting for the sharks to hit, they become the sharks, slicing through the currents of a secular culture without fear, teeth bared, and determined to make a difference in their world.

Kevin Young is on staff with Campus Crusade for Christ. He lives in Florida with his wife and five children.
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 5

Nurture a Child’s Faith

Authentic faith is cultivated in the soil of the home.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	The foundation for an enduring and strong faith is not primarily built through friends, conferences, camps, VBS, a mid-week program, or Sunday school; faith is truly and most effectively built in the home. God makes it clear in Deuteronomy 6:7 that the task of imparting life-changing truths about who he is and what it means to live for him lies squarely on the shoulders of parents.  

What guidance does the Bible give for parents seeking to nurture their kids’ faith? What are some practical ideas for fostering a home life that’s conducive to spiritual growth? What can spiritual cultivation in the home look like on a daily, monthly, or even annual basis? Finally—and most importantly—what’s truly at stake in this venture? These critical issues and foundational questions will be discussed in this exploration of what it really means to cultivate spiritual seeds in the lives of your children.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #5

Scripture:
Leviticus 23; 1 Corinthians 11:1; Colossians 3:1–10; 1 Timothy 4:11–16

Based on:
“Growing a Praying Family,” by Susan Sorensen, Christian Parenting Today, Summer 2003, Page 42

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Growing a Praying Family,” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of the study).

Children are an amazing gift from God. They are a reminder of God’s providence and faithfulness; they reveal God’s power, love, and creativity. Their arrival into our lives prompts even more gut-wrenching awe and fear than signing on the dotted line when buying our first house. The jolting revelation bowls us over: This child is now my responsibility! His or her safety, physical growth and well being, education, and character development are now in my hands! Above and beyond these practical responsibilities, parenting also carries with it a critical role: spiritual caretaker. 

Most parents—Christian and non-Christian alike—believe that they should be the main spiritual influence on their children’s lives; the Barna Group found that 85 percent of parents feel their children’s spiritual development is primarily their responsibility. Yet ironically, a majority of adults admit that they do virtually nothing in a typical week to interact with their children about spiritual issues or to teach religious ideas. (For more on this research, see http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=BarnaUpdate&BarnaUpdateID=138)

Discussion Starters:

[Q]
On a scale of 1 to 10—1 meaning “not important” and 10 meaning “absolutely essential”—how would you describe the role of parental involvement in a child’s spiritual growth? Explain your answer. 

[Q]
What other influences can positively or negatively affect a child’s spiritual development?

[Q]
What impact—positive or negative—did your parents have on your faith development? 

[Q]
What meaningful experiences did you have as a child that helped you grow in faith? Or what spiritual practices or experiences do you wish you had as a child?

[Q]
What do you feel are the most important tools for spiritual growth described in Scripture? Which spiritual growth habits have you personally flourished in or struggled with? Why? 

[Q]
When you think about your own children, what are your dreams for their faith? What do you most want them to know and understand about God? What spiritual growth habits do you hope they develop? 

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: The spiritual growth of children begins in the soil of the sacred.

Read Leviticus 23, making note of each time you find the word sacred or holy. 

The framework for spiritual growth outlined in the Old Testament is intimately tied to the Israelites’ understanding of sacredness. God called his people to sacredness of space, time, and self. In Exodus 25, God asked the Israelites to create a sacred space: the tabernacle. In Leviticus 23, the Hebrew word qodesh (meaning sacred or holy) appears 11 times as God repeatedly calls his people to observe sacred times and celebrations. And it is these observations of sacred space and time that catalyze one’s pursuit of the third area: sacredness of self. In Deuteronomy 6:4–6, God’s exhorts his people to devote their entire being to sacred worship—loving God with their entire heart, soul, and strength. 

[Q]
Imagine a Jewish family in Old Testament times. What effect do you think observing the sacred times laid out in Leviticus 23 had on children growing up then? How might it have affected their view of God? Of the world? Of themselves? 

Christians often find themselves giving in to the hustle-and-bustle pace of our culture and as a result neglecting the principle of observing sacred times—both in their personal faith and with their children. Lauren Winner, a young adult convert to Christianity from Judaism, laments this change she personally experienced, writing, “I miss Jewish ways. I miss the rhythms and routines that drew the sacred down into the everyday … I miss the work these practices effected between me and God” (Mudhouse Sabbath, 2003). 

[Q]
What are the obstacles to observing rhythms and routines of sacred time in our culture or in your family’s lifestyle? 

[Q]
What impact (if any) does not observing sacred time have on children?
[Q]
How do you practice sacred time in your own life? Describe a meaningful sacred moment you recently experienced. How was your spiritual life aided? 

Sacred time can be as simple as the “planning and prayer” meeting Sorenson and her husband have each Monday night. She explains, “We talk about our schedules for the week, go over the kids’ activities, and share prayer requests for ourselves and for our children. Then we pray. I’m grateful for this time to come before the Lord together.” Observing sacred time can also include daily personal Bible study and prayer, worshiping together as a family at church on Sunday mornings, family celebrations of Christian holidays (derived from “holy days”), faith-focused traditions such as serving at a soup kitchen together each autumn, or routine daily practices such as prayer before meals and reading Bible stories together.

When it comes to parenting children in our fast-paced society, there’s much talk about quality versus quantity of time. Yet fostering faith growth in children by establishing rhythms and routines of sacred time as a family requires both quality and quantity. Daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly routines and traditions of sacred time provide the rich nutrients children need to grow deep roots of faith. 
[Q]
What is the value of “holy days” and sacred time for children? What are some sacred times your children have experienced or observed? What ideas do you have for enriching your existing family routine or adding new sacred times to your family schedule?

Teaching point two: The spiritual formation of children is nurtured by imitating examples.

People learn from instruction—but they do not learn merely from instruction. God created us to learn more fully by observing and following an example. In her article, Sorenson recounts the hilarious but oh-so-true story of a bewildered mom who discovered that her example regarding prayer spoke much more loudly to her 6 year old than her teaching. With a group of friends gathered around the table, the woman asked her daughter to say grace:

“‘I wouldn’t know what to say,’ the girl replied.

‘Just say what you hear Mommy say,’ the woman responded.

The daughter bowed her head and said, ‘Lord, why on earth did I invite all these people to dinner?’”

[Q]
What are some non-spiritual behaviors of yours that your kids have imitated? What about spiritual habits or practices? 

[Q]
How do you feel about your children observing you as their primary role model of following Jesus? Excited? Discouraged? Intimidated? Inspired? Convicted? Why?

The somewhat unnerving reality is that your children are watching you like a hawk; the spiritual life you model for them will leave an impression on them that your words alone never could. The power of an example was understood in New Testament times as a crucial undergirding of discipleship. Consider Jesus’ interactions with his disciples recorded in the Gospels; for three years he lived among them, modeling day in and day out what it looked like to live a holy life. Or take a tour of Hebrews 11; you’ll find a compelling litany of examples of faith heroes whose life stories were meant to encourage and spur on the persecuted first-century readers of the epistle. The apostle Paul emphasized this principle more than any other New Testament writer, exhorting his fellow Christians, “I urge you to imitate me” in 1 Corinthians 4:16 and “Follow my example as I follow the example of Christ” in 1 Corinthians 11:1 (see also Philippians 3:17 and Titus 2:6–8). Paul’s mentoring relationship with young Timothy, his “son” in Christ (1 Timothy 1:2), perhaps expresses this principle best.

Paul not only set an example for Timothy, but he also urged Timothy to set an example to others. Read 1 Timothy 4:11–16. 

[Q]
Describe in your own words the kind of example Paul urged Timothy to set for others. How could this type of spiritual example influence the Christians to whom Timothy was ministering? Be specific. 

[Q]
Why do you think imitation is so important in spiritual growth? Why is Scripture so emphatic about it? 

[Q]
Whose spiritual examples have you followed in your life thus far? How have they modeled faith to you? How have you been shaped by their example? 

[Q]
Read 1 Corinthians 11:1. Could you say this same thing to your children? How does this verse convict or inspire you? What spiritual traits do you most want to model for your children?

Optional Activity: Invite a volunteer to read aloud the “Providing Water and Sunshine” section in “Growing a Praying Family.” Then ask the group: What ideas do you have for ways to fill your kids’ lives with other Christian examples besides just Mom and Dad?

Teaching point three: The spiritual life of children is matured through a Christ-centered sense of identity. 

Peers, advertisements, music, television shows, and even Satan convey messages to your children about their faults and failings, what’s really important in life, and where their value lies. Yet above all these other competing sources of influence, parents have the most lasting influence on a child’s identity formation. Negative, hurtful words from a parent can leave lasting emotional scars; love-filled, affirming interaction can give children confidence and courage to face life’s storms with a proper perspective. 

[Q]
What role do you think parents play in forming a child’s sense of identity? What are some negative examples you know of? What are some positive examples you’ve observed?

Read Colossians 3:1–10.

Whenever the apostle Paul confronted spiritual compromise in his letters, he targeted his audience’s sense of identity. Did they still view themselves as they always had? Or did they now have a proper, eternally minded perspective of who God made them to be? Paul wrote passionately, striving to awaken the idea of a new way of living—and a new sense of self—in his readers. In Romans 6:18 Paul declared, “You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.” In 2 Corinthians 5:17 he said, “the old has gone, the new has come!” For Paul, this mind-set shift—viewing one’s life and one’s purpose through God’s lens—was an essential component of spiritual maturity. 

[Q]
Which words or phrases in Colossians 3:1–10 speak to the idea of a new identity? How would you explain Paul’s main point in your own words? 

[Q]
How does a proper understanding of one’s identity in Christ relate to life-change? Why does Paul feel it so essential to target this aspect of our faith? 

[Q]
How can you combat the false messages about identity that your children receive on a daily basis? 

[Q]
What are some practical or creative ways that you can instill a proper sense of spiritual identity in your children? 

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

We can cultivate the soil, plant seeds, provide water and nurture, but ultimately it is God who is at work in our children’s lives, drawing them up toward his light, strengthening them and growing them into spiritual maturity. As parents, we work in a curious partnership with God. For “it’s not the one who plants or the one who waters who is at the center of this process but God, who makes things grow” (1 Corinthians 3:7, The Message). Yet the planting, water, weeding, pruning, and fertilizing are still essential. As Sorenson points out, “No matter how much time and effort I put into my garden at the beginning of the season, it will only grow with continued attention and care. If I ignore it, it’s only a matter of time before the weeds take over and my beautiful plants wither.” There is much at stake in this task of parenting, requiring the continued vigilance and enduring attentiveness of a master gardener. We must not neglect the spiritual caretaking of our children; the potential cost is much too high. 

Action Points: 

· No parent is perfect. Have you been neglecting to spiritually nurture the “garden” of your kids? How has God been speaking to you through this Bible study? What changes do you want God to make in your heart?

· Take a moment to review the main points of “Growing a Praying Family.” Which insights from the article stand out to you most? What is one idea from the article that you desire to implement in your family’s life?

· What specific changes or choices will you make in order to nourish your children’s faith in the following areas? 


- Cultivating soil by setting aside “sacred time”


- Nurturing growth by providing a spiritual example


- Fostering spiritual maturity by instilling a sense of spiritual identity

How do you intend to make these principles a part of your family’s regular rhythms and routines?

Optional Activity

Place a large, blank yearly calendar displaying all 12 months in the center of the room. Then give each participant a photocopied blank calendar page for the current month as well as a blank single-day page from a day planner (listing the hours of the day with space to record appointments, etc.). Prompt group members to first look at the single-day page and ask them to silently pray, asking God, “What do you want me to do on a daily basis to help my children grow in faith?”

Next, ask participants to look at the month-calendar page as they meditate on this question: “God, what rhythms or traditions are you prompting me to implement on a weekly or monthly basis to nourish my kids’ spiritual growth?”

Last, invite group members to look at the yearly calendar in the center of the room as they pray about this question: “God, what opportunities for celebration, learning, worship, or family traditions throughout the year do you want me to use to foster spiritual growth in my children?”

After the time of prayer, have participants form small groups of three or four to discuss some of their ideas and to brainstorm new ones. Then invite volunteers to share their ideas with the whole group, compiling them on the various calendar pages.

—Study prepared by David (a Bible/theology teacher) and Kelli Trujillo (a writer/editor). They are the authors of Jesus the Life Changer (Group Publishing) and are the parents of two children.

Recommended Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Raising Children Course

-Christian Parenting Today Course

-Christian Parenting Today Discipline Course

· Habits of a Child’s Heart, Valerie E. Hess and Marti Watson Garlett (NavPress, 2004; ISBN 1576834271)

· Real Kids, Real Faith: Practices for Nurturing Children’s Spiritual Lives, Karen Marie Yust (Jossey-Bass, 2004; ISBN 0787964077)
· Transforming Children into Spiritual Champions, George Barna (Regal Books, 2003; ISBN 0830732934)
· Receiving the Day, Dorothy Bass (Jossey-Bass, 2000; ISBN 0787956473) 

· Mudhouse Sabbath, Lauren Winner (Paraclete Press, 2003; ISBN 1557253447)

· For younger children: The Pray & Play Bible (Group Publishing, 1997; ISBN 0764420240)

· For elementary-school children: Hands-On Bible (Tyndale, 2004; ISBN 0842387595)

· For preteens and adolescents: Way to Live, Dorothy C. Bass and Don C. Richter (Upper Room Books, 2002; ISBN 0835809757) 

Article

Growing a Praying Family

How to tend to your child’s budding faith.
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By Susan Sorensen, for the study “Nurture a Child’s Faith.”

Prayer is one of the most precious and sacred of all Christian disciplines. It is our way of sharing our hearts with our Creator. But there are many evenings at my house when our prayers are anything but sacred. Take our dinner prayers: Our 7-year-old tests his grip strength on my hand, our 4-year-old sneaks food. Inevitably, we end up with a case of the giggles. 

Kids and prayer often combine to make for some, well, interesting moments. I heard of a woman who invited friends to dinner. At the dinner table she asked her 6-year-old daughter to say the blessing.

“I wouldn’t know what to say,” the girl replied.

“Just say what you hear Mommy say,” the woman responded.

The daughter bowed her head and said, “Lord, why on earth did I invite all these people to dinner?”

Despite the silliness that our children sometimes bring to prayer time, I still believe that a thriving prayer life is one of the foundations of a child’s spiritual formation. I found help for laying that foundation in my own back yard.

Last fall I was planting bulbs: digging, breaking up clods of earth, and carefully placing the bulbs in their new home. As I held the dirt in my hand, I pondered how we grow praying families. I realized that my garden provided a wonderful model for preparing the soil and planting the seeds that would produce fruit in the hearts of my children.

Preparing the Soil

My bulbs in the front yard came up better than the ones in the back. I’m not surprised; the back beds were full of clay. As much as I tried to break up the earth, the soil in those beds was still hard and lumpy. The front beds were soft and the bulbs flourished.

If we want to grow praying families we need to be diligent in preparing the soil at home. That means we need to create an environment where prayer is modeled, valued, and taught. You can do that in several ways:

Schedule time to pray. Children catch the importance of prayer by watching the prayer lives of the adults around them. Make sure your children see that prayer is a priority in your life.

My husband and I have a “Planning and Prayer” time after dinner on Monday nights. We talk about our schedules for the week, go over the kids’ activities, and share prayer requests for ourselves and for our children. Then we pray. I’m grateful for this time to come before the Lord together. I am also grateful for what it says to our children about the importance of prayer in our marriage.

Take an honest look at your own heart. Is it hard or soft towards the Lord? When your children see you leaning on God in good times and bad, they are more likely to do the same. If you need to grow in your relationship with God, talk to your pastor, find a friend to pray with you, or start attending a small group through your church. Show your children what it looks like to seek God.

Take time to teach your children about prayer. On the surface, prayer seems like it should come naturally. But to be honest, most of us struggle with how to pray. One of the greatest temptations is to focus on what we need from God instead of taking time to praise him, thank him, and listen to his voice in our hearts. Our family has found it helpful to use simple acronyms like PRAY (Praise, Repent, Ask, Yield) to guide our prayers. There are many wonderful books on prayer that can help your family find a style that works for you (see sidebar).

Tilling the soil is hard work. It takes discipline and perseverance to prepare our hearts and grow a praying family. It would be easier to skip this step, but it’s essential.

Planting the Seeds

I planted my bulbs in October, but I had to wait until May to see my tulips bloom. Sometimes we plant seeds in prayer but the answers to our prayers seem slow in coming. Prayer involves patience and the willingness to trust that God will do what’s best. Like the garden, our prayers are filled with seeds that will grow when God brings them to fruition. That’s why part of teaching our children about prayer is helping them learn to wait on God.

Here are some ideas to help your children see God at work in their lives and in the lives of others:

Keep a spiritual journal. Record your children’s prayers, spiritual milestones, and answered prayers in a notebook. It can help all of you see God as a real part of your lives. It also helps children understand that they can trust God to care for them in good times and in difficult times. Someday this written record of their growing relationship with God will become a priceless treasure.

Volunteer as a family. You don’t have to do anything formal to make a difference in someone’s life. Help your children see their prayers as a way for God to point them toward someone who could use your help. Praying for Grandma and Grandpa can inspire children to befriend an elderly person in your neighborhood. When your children thank God for their toys or for cookies, ask God to help you find ways to share what you have with children who don’t have many toys or good food to eat.

Talk about your own answered prayers. Be intentional about sharing the ways God is working in your life. If you’re struggling to control your temper, let your children hear you ask God for help. Then, when you sense God helping you stay calm, thank him in the presence of your kids. Show them that God is an active presence in your life and they’ll follow suit.

Providing Water and Sunshine

Both water and sunshine are essential to the growth of any plant. Our spiritual lives need nourishment, too, and the best food is God’s Word. My children also love to hear great stories of faith from other Christians, whether they come from books, visiting speakers at our church, or extended family members. Prayer nearly always plays a part in the dramatic stories of the heroes of our faith, showing my children that prayer has been a powerful resource for generations. These testimonies are like Miracle Grow to their hungry hearts.

These ideas can help you offer your children spiritual sustenance:

Seek out faith stories. The Bible, missionary biographies, and books about the great revivals in the church are packed with thrilling stories of people who bravely sought God through prayer. Their examples can speak volumes to young children.

My son recently learned about George Washington Carver, best known for his work with the peanut. That prompted me to tell him a story I’d read about Carver’s faith.

Carver was being interviewed by the U.S. Senate Ways and Means Committee in 1921. One senator asked, “Dr. Carver, how did you learn all these things?”

Carver answered, “From the old book.”

“What book?” asked the Senator.

Carver replied, “The Bible.”

The Senator inquired, “Does the Bible tell about peanuts?”

“No Sir,” Dr. Carver replied, “but it tells about the God who made the peanut. I asked him to show me what to do with the peanut, and he did.”

That story impacted my son in a way my own words never would. He wasn’t just hearing about God from me, but from a famous man who changed his whole culture by listening to God.

Invite a missionary to dinner. There are real living heroes of the faith right in your church, so get to know them. If you can’t find a missionary, ask your pastor, a lay leader, or an elderly person from the church. Ask them to tell you about their life with God and how prayer has helped their faith. Every Christian has a story to tell and you’ll all be amazed at the work God has done in the lives of seemingly ordinary people.

Watching God Produce Growth

No matter how much time and effort I put into my garden at the beginning of the season, it will only grow with continued attention and care. If I ignore it, it’s only a matter of time before the weeds take over and my beautiful plants wither. For prayer to remain an essential part of your family life, you’ll need to keep tending to the weeds of busyness and boredom that can easily take over.

When our prayers start to feel rote, or we find that we’ve gone a few days without a mealtime blessing, we’ve found that we can quickly get back on track with a creative approach to prayer. Here are some ways to pray that our kids have enjoyed:

Start a photo prayer journal. Take all the photos you receive at Christmas and put them in a flip photo album. We keep ours near the dinner table and each night we flip to a new family and pray for them before dinner. Not only does the album remind us to pray, it helps us feel connected to far-away friends and family.

Use Scripture to pray. The Psalms can become prayers of praise or a proverb can be used to ask for wisdom. Recently, our son got into the habit of using harsh words to express his anger and frustration. We used Proverbs 15:1 (“A gentle answer turns away wrath”) to guide our prayers asking God to help him. When you aren’t sure what to pray, there’s no better place to turn.

BLESS your neighbors. The organization HOPE (see sidebar) suggests using the acronym BLESS to pray for your neighbors. Here’s how it works:


B Body – pray for their health, protection, and strength

L Labor – pray for their work, income, and security

E Emotional – pray for joy, peace, and hope

S Social – pray for their marriage, family, and friends

S Spiritual – pray for salvation, faith, and grace

If you know your neighbors, let them know you’re praying for them and ask if they have any specific prayer needs.

Adopt a leader. The Bible is clear that no matter how we feel about those in authority, we are to pray for them (1 Tim. 2:1-4). And leaders around the world certainly need your prayers these days. You can pray for a different leader each day or choose one leader and commit to praying for that person for a time.

When my friend Carol moved back into the neighborhood where she grew up, she discovered that her state representative just happened to grow up across the street from her! She and her family began praying for him and also calling him for prayer requests. He has often told her how stressful his days are and how much he appreciates their prayers.

I love watching my garden grow. When I stop and look at all that God has made, I am overwhelmed by his creativity. But I know that I had to be willing to commit to planting and tending to those bulbs and seeds for the flowers to flourish. I pray for that same willingness as I nurture the tender shoots of faith growing in my children.

—Susan Sorensen serves as the Education Liaison for the National Day of Prayer Task Force. An author and freelance writer, she lives with her family in Ohio.
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 6

Use Stories to Pass on the Faith

How can we use stories to convey meaning, 
inspire action, and pass on the faith?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	“Stories are a powerful way to connect with kids,” says William Bennett in his article for Christian Parenting Today. God reveals himself through the eternal stories of the Bible. He uses story as a powerful tool to demonstrate difficult concepts, chisel our character, influence our thought formation, and inspire us to action. 

How can we use dramatic reading and creative storytelling to make the Bible come alive? In what ways does imagination influence thought and action? How can we use stories to strengthen belief and reveal God’s trustworthy character? How did Jesus use stories to clarify difficult concepts and demonstrate the actions he desires us to take? How can we use stories as a means to remember God’s faithfulness to previous generations and to us? This study will examine the power of story as a tool to pass on our faith.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #6

Scripture:
Deuteronomy 7:17–21; 8; 2 Kings 5:1–16; Matthew 7

Based on: 
“Tell Me a Story,” an interview with William Bennett by Lisa Jackson, Christian Parenting Today, Jan. /Feb. 2001

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Tell Me a Story,” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

God uses the stories in his Word to teach, reprove, correct, and train in righteousness (2 Timothy 3:16). When Jesus walked on the earth, he often explained his meaning through stories and parables. Great multitudes of people would gather to hear his stories, which had powerful climaxes and clear moral purposes. One can imagine Jesus’ eyes sparkling with joy when he spoke of the kingdom of heaven, or his eyebrows furrowing with intensity and warning as he admonished the Pharisees. 

As we imitate this ancient storyteller from eternity past, we will begin to impact the lives of our children. Good storytellers harness imagination to transport their listeners out of this world into the realm of the story. They use powerful descriptions that “show” the listener the story by encouraging vivid imagination rather than monotonously telling events. Successful storytellers grab the attention of listeners with an exciting beginning and keep their attention by making them wonder what will transpire as the story unravels. Gestures, voice expressions, eye contact, and effectual pausing are valuable storytelling methods that keep the listeners focused and make the story riveting. Young children can participate in the telling of a story by acting out scenes, dramatizing special effects, or by demonstrating thematic props. The storyteller’s goal is to help the listener identify with the characters. This identification will allow the message to impact the listener’s life in a way that surpasses the superficial pleasure of story.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What was your favorite childhood story? Why? 

[Q]
What is your favorite Bible story? Why? What impact has that story had on your life?

[Q]
Share a story that has been passed down through your family. Why has it been retold so many times? What is the story’s message? How does it affect you? 

[Q]
Consider an effective storyteller that you know. What special methods does he or she use to convey the story? 

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Stories of faith that are passed down through the generations strengthen belief, reveal God’s faithful character, and allow us to remember all that God has done.

Read Deuteronomy 7:17–21 and 8. Fear and lack of trust in God had kept the Israelites from entering the Promised Land. After wandering in the wilderness for 40 years, the nation of Israel was once again poised on the eastern frontier of Canaan to conquer the land. They faced war, the uncertainty of a new life, and the loss of Moses as their leader. Moses was in his final months of life and about to turn the leadership over to Joshua. He addressed the skittish Israelites and admonished them to fight fear by remembering God’s faithfulness. He used stories from their past to remind them of God’s steadfast help during their years of exile and wandering. He expected this memory to assist them to trust God for the future. He inspired them to courage by stories of the Promised Land to come. Moses used the power of story to charge the next generation to be faithful and courageous.

Storytelling has long been a method of passing down a legacy from one generation to the next. Stories of the past keep memory alive. God wants us to remember the mighty ways he has worked in our lives and in the lives of our forefathers. He charges us to tell of his faithfulness to the generations to come. This brings God glory and reminds us of his goodness, which provides a basis for unwavering hope for the future. Stories of future hope motivate us to have courage and faith in the face of present difficulties. 

[Q]
How did Moses use the power of story to encourage the Israelites to remember God’s faithfulness? Why was this important to their mission to conquer Canaan? 

[Q]
Of what were the Israelites afraid? How did Moses’ stories of the past encourage the Israelites to conquer their fear? 

[Q]
Share a time in your life when remembering all that God had done in the past gave you courage to face the future.

[Q]
What details of their past journeys did Moses’ stories include? (Consider physical facts as well as impressions about God’s spiritual working in their lives.) How might the memory of these details have encouraged the Israelites’? How did these details impact the message Moses wanted to convey, always hoping to encourage the Israelites’ faith? 

[Q]
What details about the Promised Land did Moses include in his story about their future? How might this have encouraged excitement and anticipation in the Israelites? 

[Q]
What warning did Moses give about forgetting all that God has done (Deuteronomy 8:11–14 and 19–20)? 

[Q]
How did Moses combine the memory of the past with the hope of the future to inspire the Israelites to action? Why should the memory of God’s past faithfulness give us hope for the future?

[Q]
How might sharing stories of God’s faithfulness in your life increase the faith of children? 

[Q]
How might stories of faith that are passed down through the generations fan the flame of faith for current generations? 

Optional Activities

Begin a journal of God’s faithfulness in your life. Include great trials, signs of wonder, ways you have felt his love, miraculous interventions, divine leading or inspiration, and how he sustained you with his mighty hand. Use these journal entries as a springboard to tell stories to the next generation.

If you have children or grandchildren, encourage them to begin a journal of God’s faithfulness in their lives. Encourage them to share their stories with others.

Teaching point two: Jesus used word pictures, metaphors, analogies, stories, and parables to clarify his message.

Read Matthew 7. Matthew 7 is a portion of Jesus’ “Sermon on the Mount.” When Jesus saw all the people, he went up to the mountain, sat down, and began to teach (Matthew 5:1–2). Jesus often spoke in stories and parables. He used word pictures, vivid metaphors, and powerful analogies to clarify understanding, convict, give warning, and convey his immeasurable love for the people.

[Q]
What message did Jesus convey when he sat down with the people to talk to them (Matthew 5:1–2)? How does rapport with a storyteller’s listeners assist in their acceptance of the message? Give practical ways a storyteller can initiate rapport with his listeners before telling a story.

[Q]
Reread the following passages and decide:

1. What did Jesus compare to each of the following issues of concern?

2. What message was behind each of the comparisons?

3. What action did Jesus want his listeners to take?

· Judging others (Matthew 7:1–5)

· Treating precious things as cheap (Matthew 7:6)

· Prayer (Matthew 7:7–11)

· Salvation (Matthew 7:13–14)

· False prophets (Matthew 7:15)

· The actions of false prophets and true prophets (Matthew 7:16–20)

· Wise men and foolish men (Matthew 7:24–27)

Word pictures take a point of reference that the listener understands and can relate to and draw a parallel meaning. They are snippets of story that rely on analogy and metaphor to explain meaning.

[Q]
Why are word pictures, like those Jesus used, so powerful? How can parents use word pictures to teach a lesson? Give specific examples. 

Optional Activity

Break into groups of three or four. Using the stories Jesus told in Matthew 7, ask each person in the group to retell one of them in a way that young children could understand.

Teaching point three: Use stories to increase the faith of children.

Read 2 Kings 5:1–16. The young girl from Israel mentioned in this passage had heard of God’s mighty power demonstrated through the life and works of Elisha, the prophet of Israel. These stories had inspired her to a life of steadfast faith that sustained her through the dark, fearful days of her captivity and enslavement in Aram. Her belief in God’s goodness was so strong that she loved her enemy captors enough to want their best. This resulted in not only Naaman’s physical healing from leprosy, but introduced him to the one true God.

[Q]
What power did the stories of Elisha have in the life of the young captive from Israel? How did the stories she had heard bolster her faith? 

[Q]
How did this girl use the stories she had heard to share her faith with her captors? What resulted from this?

[Q]
How can stories of faith and courage help children during difficult times in their lives? 

[Q]
Why might story stick with children longer than simple facts? 

[Q]
How can we encourage children to share their faith with others through the power of story?

Teaching point four: Make God’s Word come alive through dramatic reading and storytelling methods.

Refer again to 2 Kings 5:1–16. Storytellers have used the power of imagination to warn, challenge, and inspire people throughout history. Imagination engages the mind in a way that simple facts cannot. As we read the treasured stories of the written Word of God to children, we can inspire imagination through dramatic reading and storytelling methods. This allows children to identify with the characters in a way that will inspire them to imitate their actions of courage and faith or be warned by their treacherous treasons against God. Our goal is to teach children to love God’s Word and recognize it as his way of speaking to us today. Dramatic readings of Bible stories can make children eager for more of God’s Word, thus instilling a lifelong desire for God to speak to them daily through the Scriptures.

To make a Bible story dramatic and effective for application, essential elements of the story should be emphasized, including: setting, characters, plot, climax or area of conflict, purpose or moral of story, resolution/conclusion, and application. Consider how you would read or tell the story of Naaman’s healing and answer the following questions.

[Q]
What is the setting of the story? How does the setting affect the story?

[Q]
Who are the main characters? Describe them (include their moral character qualities). How might you use questions to help your listener identify with the characters? 

[Q]
What is the plot or problem in the story? How can you dramatize the plot to make the listener wonder what will happen next? What is the climax of the story? How might you use dramatic pausing to increase the excitement of the climax of the story? How might you use questions to increase excitement and anticipation for the story’s outcome?

[Q]
How is the story resolved? What is the purpose or moral of the story? How can we apply the story to our lives today? What questions could you ask to help your listener apply this text to his life? How would you explain to your listener this story’s importance in your own life?

[Q]
What props could you use to tell this story? How could you use gestures, facial expressions, or body movement to enhance the story? How might you include the listener in the telling of this story? (Consider sound effects, use of props, play acting, as well as other creative ideas.) What other ideas might you use to ensure that this Bible story will come alive for your listener?

[Q]
Why is engaging a child’s imagination an important part of telling a story? How might imagination aid in the understanding of the purpose of a story? How might it influence a child’s thought processes or actions?

[Q]
How is God glorified in this story? Why is explaining how God was glorified an essential part of any Bible story?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Story is a powerful tool to connect us to God. He is the author of story, and he reveals himself through the stories of his Word. William Bennett encourages us to use story in the spiritual formation of children. We can do this through the dramatic reading of Scripture and through the use of other stories that inspire excellent virtue, steadfast morality, and genuine faith. Our purpose is to help our listeners identify with the characters in a way that inspires them to righteous action and warns against the consequences of sin.

[Q]
William Bennett compiles stories of virtue, faith, and morality with the common theme of building a child’s faith. How might stories of virtue instill character in children? 

[Q]
How can stories be used to teach concepts of God? How can stories be used to help answer children’s questions about God and the Christian walk today? Use practical examples.

[Q]
Who was an important storyteller in your life? How did his or her stories impact you? 

Optional Activity

As a group, develop your own list of books that stress the importance of virtue, faith, courage, and morality.
—Study prepared by Julie Kloster, freelance writer, speaker, and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com

Recommended Resources

· Experiential Storytelling: (Re)Discovering Narrative to Communicate God’s Message, Mark Miller (Zondervan, 2004; ISBN 0310255147)

· Storytelling from the Bible: Make Scripture Live for All Ages Through the Art of Storytelling, Janet Litherland (Meriwether Publishing, 1976; ISBN 0916260801)

· Storytelling, Kids and Christian Education, Arlene Flancher (Augsburg/Fortress, 2002; ISBN 0806664282)

· The Children’s Book of Virtues, William J. Bennett (Simon & Schuster, 1995; ISBN 068481353X)

· The Children’s Treasury of Virtues, William J. Bennett (Simon & Schuster, 2000; ISBN 0743211367)

· Virtues of Courage in Adversity, William J. Bennett (Thomas Nelson, 2001; ISBN 0849917247)

Article

“Tell Me a Story”

William Bennett, author of The Book of Virtues, explains how simple stories can transform your child’s faith.
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Interview by Lisa Jackson, for the study “Use Stories to Pass on the Faith.”

In our culture of high-speed Internet, cut-away video, and rapid sound bites, it’s not easy to get kids to sit still for more than a few minutes. But pull out a storybook and even the biggest kid will curl up next to you on the sofa.

Stories are a powerful way to connect with kids. They’re used to pass down a family’s faith from one generation to the next. They’re used to teach morals and values. And sometimes, they’re just plain fun.

William Bennett knows the power of a story. The former United States Secretary of Education, Bennett recently released The Child’s Book of Faith (Random House), a collection of his favorite inspirational stories. The book is a mix of Bible stories, fables, and historical tales, all with one common theme: building a child’s faith. The author of The Book of Virtues and The Moral Compass (both from Simon & Schuster), Bennett knows the importance of strong faith. His books have played a major role in bringing about the current interest in instilling character in children. He currently serves as co-director of Empower America, an organization devoted in part to rebuilding the moral and educational foundation of this country. We recently sat down with Bennett in his Washington, D.C. office to talk about the value of storytelling.

CPT: Why are you drawn to stories as a teaching tool?

Bennett: Believe it or not, the story is really a very theological tool. God created us as very imaginative creatures. When we read the Bible we read a story. The Incarnation is a story: the Word made flesh. The story of Christ is the greatest story ever told. It’s not a matter of coincidence that stories work for us.

A story is life made palpable. We talk about words coming to life, but what really happens is that words give life to life. We can better understand and deal with life when we see it in story form. We live in space and time, and our lives are narratives. And what’s the most important part of that narrative? It’s that climactic moment in our lives when we come to recognize our Creator.

As a dad, I also know that there’s magic to the phrase “Once upon a time.” If you can then follow up with something that will keep a child’s attention and teach them something valuable along the way, you have a successful story.

Jesus told stories to get his point across. Our ancestors told stories to pass on a family’s history. Filmmakers use stories to entertain and enlighten. Storytelling still works today.

How did you determine which stories you’d share in this book?

These stories are a real mixture of the familiar and the unfamiliar. I used stories that have encouraged me, inspired me, touched me. I tried to find things I remember from my own childhood and stories I remember telling my sons, stories that resonated with them and changed their lives. Most importantly, I included stories that echo Christian faith and beliefs and morals, stories that teach truths that we can pass on to future generations.

Some of these stories are pretty deep. How old does a child need to be before he or she can grasp the real meaning of stories like this?

The book is generally aimed at children in the 4- to 9-year-old range, but older children will like these stories, too. I have an 11-year-old and a 16-year old and I’ve tried out an awful lot of my stories on them. I can tell which ones work and which ones don’t just by the way they react. I really wanted this book to be used by families: moms, dads and kids of every age. It’s illustrated and designed so that a child of virtually any age will be drawn to the colors and the beauty of the pages, and eventually to the deeper meanings of the stories themselves.

You’ve also expanded the definition of “faith” stories to go beyond Bible stories. Some are patriotic; some are fables. What’s the glue that binds them together to make them faith-related?

We’re trying to help parents build faith in their children and in doing so, we’ve chosen a variety of genres, choosing highly imaginative, unusual stories as well as some classic tales. Some of the stories in this book are fiction; others are true. But every story in the book is true in the most important sense: They are all morally true. And that’s where a child’s faith rests: in the morals and virtues laid down by his parents. If we can teach our kids about these morals and principles at an early age, we’ve won half the battle.

How did stories like these influence your own life?

I was raised on good, hard virtue. I came from a broken home, and my mother was divorced many times. But I always attended Catholic schools and learned about goodness, doctrine and, again, virtue. I learned to work hard. When I come upon a single mother or an inner-city family just barely making ends meet, I want to tell them, “You can do this.” Remember, with a good moral foundation and a strong faith, today’s kids can make it; they can survive.

You’ve made a second career out of passing on these morality tales. Clearly, parents want and need this kind of help. What are you hoping to do for families with these books?

I want to help parents remember that defilement comes from within. Nothing external can defile you. We live in a fallen world. We can’t hide from the world because we need to be in the world and engaged in that world. We can’t make the world go away or do a whole lot toward making the world safe for our children. Instead, our main task as parents should be to make our children safe for this world by teaching them to make a difference. I like to say, “Curse the darkness and light a candle.” This book is one of my candles.

What steps should we take to make our kids safe for this world?

Our kids need more of us now than they ever have before. Be there for them. We need to insulate them intellectually and morally and most importantly, we need to give them a foundation of faith.

Part of insulating them is to hold them close, at least for a while. Then comes the hard part: knowing when to let them go. But letting them go is a lot easier when you’re confident in your own faith and know that you have instilled that faith in them.

It’s still difficult for parents not to worry about their children.

Of course it is. It’s okay to be a little worried. That’s part of being a good parent. My wife is a good example. She’s in a constant state of attention. Note that I didn’t say “constant state of anxiety,” but rather, attention. She’s constantly aware of what’s going on with our sons, who their teachers are, what kinds of friends they’re hanging out with, what music they’re listening to and videos they’re watching. It’s important that we pay attention to our kids and what they’re doing.

It’s easy for parents to look at the world and see only the negatives. You believe there is hope for future generations to thrive as moral and spiritual “candles.” How do you hold on to that hope?

Here in Washington, I work with a lot of the young people. They come here eager and fresh-faced and with very few exceptions, they are all good kids, the cream of the crop. When you meet the ones who have made it here, it doesn’t take you long to figure out why they’ve made it. They’ve been grounded in faith, morality, and decency. They have parents who loved them enough to teach them values and give them direction. When parents take the time to instill real values in their children, kids can overcome the world.

And you know, what it all comes down to is this: When there is Christ, there is grace. And it’s in that grace that we can stand firmly rooted.
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Busy Bodies





Doing a little work ahead of time will help church go more smoothly and in time lead to better behaved children. Try these ideas and make up some of your own.


Make your own fun worksheets. Talk to the church office to get a list of the readings or sermon theme for the following Sunday. Make up word games like fill-in-the-blank sentences or quick questions with short answers.. If you wish, find a few families who want to do the same and trade off weeks, then share the worksheets.


Create an “I Spy” list with things your child can try to find during church. Be sure to include special symbols, colors, or items on display that week. You may also want to include random objects such as “baby,” “man with a blue shirt,” or “something purple.”


Ask your child to draw a picture of something she sees at church. Whatever she draws, you’ll discover what has captured her attention.


Play a quiet counting game. Before the service, write down words such as “candles,” “windows,” and “church helpers,” then ask your child to count each of these things and write the number down next to its name.


For an older child, write a list of words and ask your child to find those words by flipping through a songbook or prayer book. He can cross them off his list as he finds them.


For a younger child, bring a few books he hasn’t read often so they grab his attention. You may also want to save a special quiet toy for church so he’s excited to play with it. (A felt book with different animal, people, and object pieces to move around is a great option—it’s colorful, creative, and makes no noise, even when the pieces are dropped.)


A few quiet snacks, such as raisins, are good for keeping toddlers happy. Put the food in a snack cup at home so you’re not opening loud plastic packages during the service.


—ML





Seed Shopping


Find more ideas for growing a habit of family prayer in these great books:


When Families Pray by Cheri Fuller (Multnomah) $12.99 


Praying the Bible with Your Family by David Kopp and Heather Harpman Kopp (WaterBrook) $14.95 


Praying the Scripture for Your Children by Jodie Berndt (Zondervan) $15.99 


What is Prayer? by Kathleen Long Bostrom (Tyndale) $7.97 


The Little Prayer series by Alan Parry and Linda Parry (Thomas Nelson) $3.99 


The Praying Family by Kim Butts (Moody) $12.99 


Let the Children Pray by Esther Ilnisky (Regal) $11.00 


Kit Kat’s Time-Travel Adventure; The Story of the National Day of Prayer by Susan Sorenson (Joy) $7.99 








� Dr. Paul Faulkner, Raising Faithful Kids in a Fast-Paced World (Howard Publishing, 1995), p.167–168





� Linda and Richard Eyre, Teaching Your Children Values (Fireside Publishers, 1993), p.24





� Josh McDowell, Beyond Belief to Convictions (Tyndale House Publishers, 2002), p.21





� Martha Pope Gorris, Parenting 20-Something Kids: Recognizing Your Role As They Find Their Way (Beacon Hill Press, 2005), p.95
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