
Ephesians 6:1-4
“Nurture and admonition”

From time to time we hear from our now grown-up kids what it's like to be parents
nowadays,  parents of  little ones,  I  mean.  It  seems to me that they have most of  the
difficulties that Jenny and I had, a generation back.  Our Jo's boys seem to wake up just
as early as their Uncle David did.  There is always likely to be that battle of wills that they
call  the  “Terrible  Twos”,  but  usually  starts  at  one and a  bit,  and carries  on  until  late
teenage, and that's if you're lucky.

But I'm sure that there are more pressures on parents – particularly if you are a
believer as a parent – nowadays.   It's not just the responsibility that there has always
been, as described in these verses, the mentions of “the Lord”:

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, ...
(Ephesians 6:1)

… the discipline and instruction of the Lord. 
(Ephesians 6:4)

Well, just what does that mean?  Certainly not just baptising your natural instincts
and insisting that that is what the Bible must mean.  It's far less simple than that – and
always has been.  But nowadays there are the huge new pressures of society.

In our days, as kids ourselves, it was back into and just following the “swinging
Sixties”, but society still knew, pretty much, what was right and wrong – I think I'd say it
was  largely  just  a  quite  simple  rebellion  against  that  on  the  part  of  the  teens of  that
generation.

When Jenny and I  were parents,  it  wasn't  that far  different,  though we had the
immense blessing of kids who became believers in their earlier teens.  But it was pre-
Internet and mobile phones.

So nowadays there's the avalanche of digital technology to contend with.  Would
that just sleep loss as they're on-screen all night were the worst part of it!  But there's all
the confusion about relationships and gender being thrown at them nowadays, too – and
how are we to  respond to  that as parents?  How are  our kids to  respond to  that  as
parents? - as well as the practicalities of arranging childcare when house prices to rent or
to buy mean they need two salaries coming in.

And yet I'm not sure that this passage is solely talking about the obvious and literal
parent and child relationship.  I think there are applications more broadly as well, and I'm
guessing why – getting back to this series on our soon-to-be-launched Church Covenant –
verse 4 of this short passage is quoted in a broader context there.

So, if you remember, we've already tackled, over these last three weeks, the first
three statements, promises, commitments, that we'll be invited you to make to one another
early next year.  I'm not going to put the whole growing list on the screen, week by week,
as we continue through the series.  I hope you've got the idea.  For now, just the one that
we're looking at this week.  Though you might wonder a bit about the wording – but we'll
come to that very soon, don't worry.
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We will endeavour to bring up such as may at any time be under our care, in the
nurture  and  admonition  of  the  Lord,  and  by  a  pure  and  loving  example  to  seek  the
salvation of our family and friends.

So this suggests that perhaps we should think in terms of not just literal children,
but anyone we might be in some broader sense of the word, “a parent” to.  That fits with
Scripture, all right, when Paul wrote concerning some people he particularly cared for:

For  though  you  have  countless  guides  in  Christ,  you  do  not  have  many
fathers. For I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 

(1 Corinthians 4:15)

And in fact, this “being a father” involved precisely one of the words Paul also used
back in Ephesians.  First, here's the preceding verse from 1 Corinthians:

I do not write these things to make you ashamed, but to admonish you as my
beloved children. 

(1 Corinthians 4:14)

That word “admonish” is the very same that we have back in Ephesians 6, only
there translated as “instruction”.

Fathers,  do not provoke your children to anger,  but  bring them up in  the
discipline and instruction of the Lord. 

(Ephesians 6:4)

The “nurture and admonition” words are the translations you get in the AV:

And, ye fathers, provoke not your children to wrath: but bring them up in the
nurture and admonition of the Lord. 

(Ephesians 6:4)

But these are quite heavy-sounding words, discipline, admonition.  Not at all the
kind of thing that you would so easily associate with the roles of parents today.  So I think
we  need  to  spend  a  bit  of  time  thinking  through  these  words,  and  applying  them to
ourselves and our situations – whether literal parents or not.  But I think it would also help
to look first at a bit of background in this letter Paul wrote.  Context, you know.  I hope
you're not tired of hearing me say that!

So we've really got three words to focus on today – even if two of them have got at
least two English translations to consider:

Submission
Nurture (or discipline)
Admonition (or instruction)

 Submission

Big topic.  Contentious topic.  There is a lot in this area that does not go down at all
well  nowadays.   People  are  suspicious  of  authority,  and  hot  on  their  own  rights  and
individuality.  So this is counter-cultural stuff, but remember that we need to base our way
of living on the Bible, not to try to revise the Bible in line with current cultural fads.
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And submission, I believe, is part of what it means to be filled by the Holy Spirit of
God.  If God is really at work in you, you will be changed in some deep-down and dramatic
ways.  Your core attitudes will be challenged, and most likely thoroughly re-worked.

I know that nowadays people say a lot about their “orientation”.  Often that means
their sexual orientation, and there is a huge misunderstanding nowadays that this is one of
the key parts of a person's identity.  They might say, “I'm Bert, and I'm gay”, as if gay-ness
is a crucial part of who they see themselves to be.  Funnily, though, I haven't heard many
people say things like, “I'm Bert, and I'm straight”.  It seems to be more of an issue on one
side than the other.

But I think we should argue that there is something  far more fundamental about
“orientation”, and that that as fallen human beings we are horrendously self-oriented.  It is
my life and my rights.  In fact, I still think this describes one of the key facets of the word 

SIN – Self INstead

So one of the most significant works of the Holy Spirit is not making you able to
speak in tongues or work miracles of healing, but to teach you to become, understood in
the right sense, submissive, teachable, humble, less self-oriented.  And this is exactly what
you see in this letter to ancient Ephesus.  So when Paul kicks off this big final section of
his letter, with paired contrasts …

Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best
use  of  the  time,  because  the  days  are  evil.  Therefore  do  not  be  foolish,  but
understand what the will of the Lord is. 

(Ephesians 5:15-17)

And then another contrast:

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the
Spirit, ...

(Ephesians 5:18)

But notice those dots at the end of the verse.  Paul is going to show his readers four
applications or explanations of how “being filled with the Spirit”  would look in practice.
You've got the command, “be filled”.  And you might think, well, how does that work?  How
am I meant to do that?  Well, here are four answers to that question, each one introduced
by a participle, an -ing word.  And the fourth of these he will enlarge upon greatly, all the
way into the next chapter.

… be filled with the Spirit,
… addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs,
… singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart,
… giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the

name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
… submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. 

(Ephesians 5:18-21)

Not that the first three are trivial, but the last one is a serious biggie, because it gets
right down to the fundamental level of where I think I fit into the scheme of things.  Humility
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was no virtue in Roman society.   Lowliness or humbleness was despised … until  the
counter-example of Jesus Christ began to be somewhat understood.  So, just as in our
society, where we're encouraged to make our mark, to know our rights, and to do it  My
Way,  NO,  says  Paul:  the  fruit  of  the  Holy  Spirit  is  also  that  attitude  of  humility  and
submissiveness.   I  will  take  the  place  God says  I  should,  even  if  the  world  insists
otherwise.

So where will this submission – we'll come back to the meaning of this in a moment
– take place?  Three examples for us, of immense relevance across society, in the home
and in the workplace:

…  submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit to
your own husbands, as to the Lord. 

(Ephesians 5:21-22)

That's as it is in our ESV Bibles, but let me rework it a little for you – a bit more
literally, too:

…  submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ: wives,  submit to
your own husbands, as to the Lord. 

(Ephesians 5:21-22)

It's not really a new paragraph at all, really, even if begins a new section, with a
heading inserted, in many Bibles.  And it's just the first of three examples Paul gives:

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 
(Ephesians 6:1)

Bondservants, obey your earthly masters ...
(Ephesians 6:5)

Now some people nowadays try to mess with the “submission” word.  They try to
make it  mean something it  didn't  and it  really  can't.   They argue,  from the way Paul
introduces the section, that this is not just an all-round, but a  both-ways-round principle.
And so they mentally try to insert after ...

…  submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit to
your own husbands, as to the Lord. 

(Ephesians 5:21-22)

… the implication that  husbands also should submit to  their wives.  But the word
actually implies a defined, one-directional order.  Or else, being consistent, Paul would
also have been teaching that parents should submit to their children (which you know all
about when you're trying to check out of a supermarket and there are sweets on either
side of the checkout aisle), and that masters should submit to their slaves.  No, you don't
hear the feminists argue for this, but, if they're consistent, they should.

But this word isn't something they need to find threatening.  Yes, bullying loutish
husbands have exploited it over the years.  But the answer is not to try to turn the tables.
It is for husbands to read on and take to heart the words addressed to them:

Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up
for her, ...
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(Ephesians 5:25)

Put that into play, and I suspect you'll have less wives complaining about their God-
ordained position in the scheme of things.  How better can a wife thrive than if they are
loved with that kind of devotion?

But  look,  back  to  the  section  we're  looking  at  today,  remembering  that  theme
running through this whole part of the letter.  I think it's implying that there are relationships
and roles within the church that are akin to what we saw when Paul was writing to Corinth,
as well as the literal family relationships:

For  though  you  have  countless  guides  in  Christ,  you  do  not  have  many
fathers. For I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 

(1 Corinthians 4:15)

And so, if there are “fathers”, in either sense of the word – and here I'd extend it to
“mothers” too, actually – then here is  their charge, too.  In addition to the charge to the
“child” – the  learner, the person being discipled, perhaps, the young believer growing in
the faith – to obedience – whatever that looks like – there is the charge to the “parent”,
let's just use that word:

Fathers,  do not provoke your children to anger,  but  bring them up in  the
discipline and instruction of the Lord. 

(Ephesians 6:4)

Just as the husband is not to be a bully to the wife, the father must not be a bully to
the child.  The pastor or the home group leader must not be a bully to the members of the
church.  They're not there to be harangued every week, or for you to build up your sense
of self-importance at their expense.  They're not to be pushed over and over for something
beyond their ability to contribute.

Just because in  your situation, you can comfortably go to every night of the West
Cornwall Convention, doesn't mean that everyone should be dragooned into going.  Just
because  this was  expected  of  you  as  a  kid  in  a  Christian  home,  doesn't  mean  that
precisely the same can be expected of every one of your kids – who are not you, anyway,
and who are very definitely in a society that has changed almost beyond recognition.

But if that's what is not meant, here … just what is meant by those two words that
Paul now uses?

 Nurture (or discipline)

Now I think I have to say that Paul is being pretty serious here.  Both of these words
that he uses are quite serious sobering words.  Nurture sounds good, but discipline is also
a good translation, as we'll see in a moment.

And I wonder if that means that we should regard both childhood and discipleship
as something a bit weightier than we sometimes do.  I've heard comments to the effect
that “adolescence” is a relatively recent invention.  Obviously, anyone who gets to twenty
years of age must have been a teenager, but that doesn't mean to say that teenage as we
think of it nowadays, a time of quite prolonged irresponsibility that is generally condoned,
is actually normal or healthy.
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Isn't it crazy nowadays that youngsters of 18 can think – even with the disincentive
of taking out student loans – that they can go to college for a few years' of fun, rather than
study – when just over a hundred years ago … do we call them men or boys? … of that
age and even younger were marching to the trenches of the First World War?

Folks, do we perhaps swallow the world's current notion that a mature attitude is
something that  you can't  hope for  or  at  least  cultivate  amongst  our teenagers or new
believers?

So … nurture … or  discipline.   Definitely  the latter  in  what  might  be a familiar
passage.  At least six times the word appears here:

And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as sons? “My
son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor be weary when reproved by
him. For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he
receives.” 

(Hebrews 12:5-6)

In context, it's nothing particularly comfortable, but it's something clearly necessary.
It's something that God chooses to do for the good of his children.  I'm not suggesting that
childhood shouldn't include fun, or that following Jesus Christ doesn't include joy in the
Holy Spirit and a peace that passes understanding, but there are going to be times that
just need us to knuckle down and do the chores as well.

I think you might have to put up with me playing the piano for you again sometime
soon.  I can think back to my early teenage years, having had piano lessons for a while,
and just running out of enthusiasm.  I really detested playing in anything like public, and
that included having to take piano exams, even.  But my Dad insisted that I was going to
keep at it until I achieved a certain standard.  So it was back to the piano and practising
scales and arpeggios, up and down, two octaves or three octaves, all the way up to six
sharps or six flats, major, harmonic minor and melodic minor, until I had it something like
nailed.  It was not actually any great fun.  But it was necessary if I was going to play pieces
of music.

And the other time this particular word occurs is in a fairly serious context, too:

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof,
for correction, and for training in righteousness, ...

(2 Timothy 3:16)

That sounds a bit more like the parade-ground drill, perhaps, working things through
until the soldiers know those marching steps and shouldering arms and all of that almost in
their sleep.  Again, there's an insistence that there is not just a role in society – a  God-
given role in society – into which we are to conform, if we're to be the disciples of Christ –
and there are  God-given ways  to  live  and truths  to  believe  …  into  which  we  are  to
conform, if we're to be the disciples of Christ.  Our steps are to mirror his steps.

And yet, our conduct, too – as parents, as disciplers, as teachers, as elders – is not
to be overbearing and provocative.
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Fathers,  do not provoke your children to anger,  but  bring them up in  the
discipline and instruction of the Lord. 

(Ephesians 6:4)

Now, that other word ...

 Admonition (or instruction)

… that's a fairly serious one, too.  Here are the other couple of times the noun
appears:

Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were written
down for our instruction, on whom the end of the ages has come. 

(1 Corinthians 10:11)

Learn from the warnings of the OT histories, Paul is saying.  And …

As for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then twice,
have nothing more to do with him, ...

(Titus 3:10)

And it's the same with the related verb.  Mostly you can't tell just from the context
whether this is more meant to be a word of comfort or a word of challenge, but it's usually
translated as “warn”, and that has to be significant in itself.

Him we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom,
that we may present everyone mature in Christ. 

(Colossians 1:28)

But there are a couple of occasions when it clearly does have to have that more
confrontational nuance:

And we urge you, brothers,  admonish the idle, encourage the fainthearted,
help the weak, be patient with them all. 

(1 Thessalonians 5:14)

But it you dissect the Greek word itself, it can maybe give us an idea of how to go
about this.  As is quite often the case, it's two simpler Greek words stuck together, and
these two together would have a basic meaning of “placing in the mind”.  I think that is a
helpful image, if we're going to think and apply this to parenting or discipling.

What does “placing something in another person's mind” conjure up to you?

First of all, doesn't it imply a kind of faith in God?  As if you realise that the truth of
God – something from Scripture – has some kind of inherent power.  It is like placing an
egg in someone's through processes, which you trust in due time will hatch and start to
grow.  You haven't invented that egg.  You haven't fiendishly designed all its intricacies
and nuances, that will unravel and kick in at the right time, like a baby developing from a
single cell in the womb.  No, God planted the mental DNA in that word that you are to
place in someone's thinking processes.  And you can safely leave it to get about its work.

So Paul, bidding farewell to the leaders of the church at Ephesus:
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And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to
build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified. 

(Acts 20:32)

Paul doesn't leave behind a set of church rules to follow, specifying the hymnbook
they have to use, what the regular meetings of the church must be, or how they are to
celebrate Holy Communion.  Just simply trusting in God and the word of his grace.  Plant
those words in your hearts, guys.  Let them grow, under God's direction, into oaks of
righteousness in your understanding and in your living.  Because this word has that God-
given inherent power – “to build you up ...”

And I think this word should give us some kind of  peace too.  And actually our
hearers, too.  It is to place in the mind, not to hammer it in there.  Yes, teach thoroughly,
teach repeatedly, if need be.  But teach graciously.  You might need at time to poke them
with  God's  truth,  but  you  don't  need to  pummel them.   It  doesn't  matter  if  they  can't
memorise  that  verse  perfectly,  but  do  they  grasp  enough  to  get  the  invigorating  and
thrilling gist of it?

For that matter, folks, do we actually seem ourselves to be grasped and invigorated
by the words we're trying to plant.  Remember how that Church Covenant commitment
carries on?

We will endeavour to bring up such as may at any time be under our care, in the
nurture  and  admonition  of  the  Lord,  and  by  a  pure  and  loving  example  to  seek  the
salvation of our family and friends.

How are we ever going to encourage others to find life in Jesus Christ if it doesn't
seem to make us lively and joyous people ourselves?  If we teach our children or our adult
Bible class this stuff, and then fail to live it out ourselves … what's that going to do for the
people around us?  If we arrive at work on a Monday morning – or the supermarket, or the
U3A – all  growly and scowly,  what recommendation is that to anyone else to take this
Jesus Christ as their Lord and Saviour?

And finally,  though I've just spoken about being a disciple of Christ show in our
outlook and our emotions, can I just return to that thought of placing in the mind?

We're not simply talking about getting people to perform.  Habits can be good.  You
wouldn't want to have to think carefully about every thrust of the legs when pedalling a
bike.  You need some things to go onto mental auto-pilot.  But you have to be very careful
if you do that with things relating to our faith.

Memorising Scripture can be amazingly helpful.  I am still humbled and incredibly
grateful for the way that Thelma, a year ago, and starting to deteriorate before our eyes,
said that those memory verses we had been learning together helped her to hold onto
Jesus at that desperate time.

But  words  memorised  can  actually  become  words  mumbled  thoughtlessly,  too.
Scripture is not magic.  It doesn't conjure up spirituality just by being read aloud, like a
spell on a scroll.
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And our faith is not just about conjuring up certain feelings, by pressing the right
emotional  buttons.   You might  remember a few years  ago,  when we tried having film
evenings, we showed the film The Mission.  There is a place in that film that I find I have
never been able to watch without nearly crying.  The storyline at that point, and then the
music of Ennio Morricone's Gabriel's Oboe, just set me off.  I'm actually a bit ashamed that
by that simple combination I react in a way to a work of fiction which I scarcely ever do
about real events, but OK, I guess I'm just repressed that way or something, no big deal.

But our faith in Jesus Christ is not about pressing the right buttons to get us to react
emotionally, just like you can stick electrodes onto a muscle and make it twitch by hitting it
with an electric pulse.  No, faith in Jesus Christ involves our understanding, too.  How are
we to love God, did Jesus say?

Jesus answered, “The most important [commandment] is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The
Lord our God, the Lord is one. And you shall love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’”

(Mark 12:29-30)

Folks, right now I'm appealing to your mind.  I am trying to plant in your mind stuff
from the Bible that will take root in you and grow.  And perhaps it is therefore a bit like that
parable of the sower that we looked at not long ago.

Just like that seed that fell on the path, and was snatched away, some of you will
probably just close your minds.  Another sermon nearly over.  Stand by to turn normal
thinking processes back on in five minutes … or hopefully, even better, two.

And there can be various distractions, like the rocks or the thorns of that parable,
that will stop that truth being fruitful in your understanding and then on and out into your
hearts and your lives.

Or there can be a mind that is receptive, when the truth of God is planted there.
When the message of the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ starts to take root and implant
itself deep within your being.  Such that in time, Jesus Christ grows from being simply a
person that you have heard of, perhaps even a historic fact, but who is now

... Christ who is your life ...
(Colossians 3:4)

And folks, wherever this might apply to you in your situation, whether you're an
actual parent with kids at home … or parents with kids to whom that “honour your parents”
no longer boils down to “obey” … or people consciously helping – perhaps specially asked
to help – someone else grow in their relationship to Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord … 

… just chill a bit, maybe.  What you have is a huge responsibility, but tackle it with
faith.   Plant  God's  truth  in  the  mind.   Actually,  maybe  there's  truth  we  should  all  be
speaking to ourselves at times, too, planting  in our own minds.  And know the peace of
God as that verse that we'll be looking at next week kicks into play.

And he said, “The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the
ground. He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; he
knows not how. 

(Mark 4:26-27)
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