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CONTROLLING OUR CHILDREN 

Proverbs 

By Raymond White 

 

 Few will argue with the need for parents to control their children. The trick is, 

how do we do that? The Book of Proverbs has lots of useful advice. But before we get 

into that, let’s read about some fathers, good men, who weren’t so good as parents. 

 

[1] FATHERS WHO FAILED 

 

1 Samuel 2:22  Now Eli was very old, and heard all that his sons did unto all 

Israel; and how they lay with the women that assembled at the door of the 

tabernacle of the congregation. 2:23 And he said unto them, Why do ye such 

things? For I hear of your evil dealings by all this people. 2:24 Nay, my sons; for 

it is no good report that I hear: ye make the LORD’s people to transgress.  3:13 I 

[God] will judge his house for ever for the iniquity which he knoweth; because his 

sons made themselves vile, and he restrained them not. 

 

 In every other way Eli was a good man and a good priest and even a prophet of 

God. What brought God’s wrath down upon him and his sons? His sons violated the 

temple with their immorality and Eli did nothing about it.  

We learn from this story that telling a child what he is doing wrong is not enough, 

God requires some assertive action. Eli’s problem was he loved his sons more than he 

loved God with the result that he and his sons all died. 

 Here’s another good prophet but bad father. 

 

1 Samuel 8:1 And it came to pass, when Samuel was old, that he made his sons 

judges over Israel. 8:3 And [Samuel’s] sons walked not in his ways, but turned 

aside after lucre, and took bribes, and perverted judgment. 

 

 The prophet Samuel, like his predecessor Eli, failed as a father. And apparently 

Samuel did no more to stop his sons’ bad behavior than did Eli. When Samuel learned 

what his sons were taking bribes, he should have fired them. But he did not. And we 

know that he wouldn’t fire them because the people came to Samuel complaining about 

his sons and demanding a king, which they finally got. 

 One more bad father — 

 

2 Samuel 13:21 But when king David heard of all these things, he was very 

wroth. 

 

 Here’s the story: David’s son Amnon raped his half-sister Tamar, then snubbed 

her. David was angry but he did nothing about it. Because he did nothing, his inaction put 

in motion a series of evil events. Tamar’s full-brother Absalom thought, “Well, if dad’s 

not going to do anything about this, I will.” And he did.  Absalom took matters into his 

own hand and killed Amnon, maybe justifiably so.  
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Again, David was angry, but again, he did nothing about it. That led to Absalom’s 

revolt, a major civil war, the destruction of David’s family, and the death of Absalom and 

thousands of others. A high price to pay for a father’s inattention. 

 A father is supposed to take charge. David wouldn’t and the results were tragic. 

 The point is not that good parents sometimes produce bad kids; the point is, what 

do good parents do about their bad kids? If nothing, then they deserve what they get. If 

they do everything they can and still lose, at least they can appear before God and say, “I 

did all I could think to do.” Eli and Samuel and David do not have that defense. 

 Now let’s get some advice from the Book of Proverbs. 

 

[2] TEACH 

 

Proverbs 16:6 By mercy and truth iniquity is purged… 

 

 Two things are needed to nudge our children to live right lives: First: the truth. 

You cannot ignore wrong doing. When children misbehave, they need to be told the truth, 

and clearly. Second: mercy. A parent who spanks or scolds a child for spilling milk 

makes a grave mistake, because if the child is punished for every minor infraction, then 

why not commit major infractions ― if the punishment is all the same. 

 

Proverbs 22:6 Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he 

will not depart from it.  

 

 Values taught early, stay through life. 

 

[3] DISCIPLINE 

 

 This is a sensitive subject. There is a line ― not so fine a line, I think ― between 

corporal discipline and child abuse. But since too little discipline can be as bad as too 

much, here is Proverb’s list of corporal punishment verses. 

 

Proverbs 13:24 He that spareth his rod hateth his son: but he that loveth him 

chasteneth him betimes. 

 

Proverbs 19:18 Chasten thy son while there is hope, and let not the soul spare for 

his crying. 

 

Proverbs 22:15 Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child; but the rod of 

correction shall drive it far from him. 

 

Proverbs 23:13 Withhold not correction from the child: for if thou beatest him 

with the rod, he shall not die. :14 Thou shalt beat him with the rod, and shalt 

deliver his soul from hell. 
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Proverbs 29:15 The rod and reproof give wisdom: but a child left to himself 

bringeth his mother to shame. :17 Correct thy son, and he shall give thee rest; 

yea, he shall give delight unto thy soul. 

 

 There are times when corporal punishment really is the only right thing to do. 

While you must never spank a child or even scold a child for a childish mistake (spilling 

milk, misplacing shoes, etc.), when a child is incorrigibly defiant, that is the moment of 

highest danger and a parent must do whatever it takes to regain control, including 

corporal punishment.  

I can think of only two things that might require corporal discipline: willful 

disobedience (“you can’t make me”) and lying. When your child realizes he can get away 

with either of those, the child has taken control, and you are through as a parent, you have 

failed. Other than those two, I can see no reason for corporal punishment. Well, maybe a 

third: if the child endangers himself like walking into traffic or sticking pliers in a socket. 

 Of course necessary corporal punishment is no excuse for child endangerment. 

That should go without saying, but sadly some parents fail to make that distinction and so 

child protective agencies are a necessary part of life. I wish it were not so. 

 

[4] BETTER THAN DISCIPLINE 

 

 But then there is this — 

 

Ephesians 6:4 And, ye fathers, provoke not your children to wrath: but bring 

them up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. 

 

 My, how things change. From compulsion to love, from law to grace, from Moses 

to Christ, Paul now gives almost the opposite advice. It is simple (not always easy, but 

simple): Don’t make your children angry.  

That is certainly plan A, get them to respond to you from love so that they want to 

please you. How does he recommend that we do that? With “the nurture and admonition 

of the Lord”; that is, with the same kindness and instruction that Jesus would give if he 

were here. That’s the way to do it. What would Jesus do? What would Jesus say? 

But if that doesn’t work, then what? Well, there’s always Plan B and back to 

Proverbs. But really try to make Plan A work. Approval works better than disapproval. 

Try Positive Reinforcement. In other words, catch them doing something right. 

Every kid will do something right sooner or later if only by accident. Even a stopped 

clock is right twice a day. When that happens (keep an eye out and watch for it), at that 

moment, dump heaps of praise and extra affection on your child. “That was great! Do 

that again.” That sort of thing. It works wonders. And a reward of ice cream helps too, if 

appropriate. Nothing bonds so well as togetherness over ice cream. 

Actually, both are necessary: positive response for good behavior and negative 

response for bad behavior. I mean of course appropriate negative response, not excessive 

negative response. As I said, spanking a child for spilling milk is a mistake. Excessive 

parenting bodes evil things to come.  

But Children must learn consequences, cause and effect, that what they do matters 

and that they control the outcome. One behavior causes good things to happen and 
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another behavior causes bad things to happen. It is a rare child (an incorrigible sociopath) 

who won’t lean strongly towards being treated well because they behave well. 

What drives kids crazy, however, is punishment for bad behavior and nothing for 

good behavior. In that environment, kids can easily conclude, why bother? And even 

worse is when a kid does something right that he’s proud of, like finally getting a B on a 

test, and being asked, “why didn’t you get an A?”  

Punished for being bad and punished for being good creates an emotional prison, 

and a feeling that there’s just no way to please. This is a very dangerous place for a child 

to be. That sort of unrelenting demand for perfection can sometimes even lead a child to 

suicide, which, of course, is the ultimate failure that must be avoided at all cost. 

 

[5] LONG LASTING CONSEQUENCES 

 

Jeremiah 31:19 Surely after that I was turned, I repented; and after that I was 

instructed, I smote upon my thigh: I was ashamed, yea, even confounded, because 

I did bear the reproach of my youth. 

 

 This is allegory. God uses the real life experience of adolescence to illustrate 

Israel’s situation. They are repenting, but the consequences of early mistakes still cling. 

This is true of people too, not just of nations. Young people in their immaturity do 

not understand consequences, and too often make mistakes that have consequences that 

last a lifetime that can’t be thrown off by repentance. Here’s a list: pregnancy, AIDS and 

other sexually transmitted diseases, a bad marriage, criminal behavior and prison time, 

drug use and health damage, drunk driving and killing someone, and screwing up a life 

by chronic laziness. These mistakes have lifetime consequences. Some mistakes can be 

overcome, some can’t. It’s easy to repent of smoking, it’s harder to repent of lung cancer.  

 Some childhood mistakes parents must tolerate so that children learn to make 

choices and take responsibility. Other mistakes, like putting pliers in a socket, cannot be 

tolerated even once — “I told you so” serves no purpose if a child dies. 

As our children grow, we hope their mistakes are tolerable and not intolerable, not 

life threatening requiring life saving intervention, like, for instance, corporal punishment. 

 

[6] GROWING UP AND TAKING RESPONSIBILITY 

 

Lamantations 3:27 It is good for a man that he bear the yoke of his youth. :28 He 

sitteth alone and keepeth silence [doesn’t complain], because he hath borne it 

upon him. 

 

 Young people, I know you think you’re treated unfairly and that life is tough. But 

if you do not deal with problems properly, I guarantee that life will become a whole lot 

tougher, and it will be your fault and not your parents.  

You must learn to make right choices, and be responsible for your own decisions 

and stop blaming others for the consequences of your mistakes. And if, in your childish 

foolishness, you’ve caused harm, you should do the best you can to make things right. All 

of that, we call maturity. 


