Successful Family Devotions

By Jon Byler

Introduction

What comes to your mind when I say family devotions? A sense of dread? Guilt? Anticipation?

I suspect that many of our first responses are not very positive. There is likely no area of family life that is as difficult for families as the area of family devotions. (There could be other words used for family devotions, but I will use this to mean a regular time of meeting together as a family around the word of God.)

Do informal survey.  How many having nightly devotions?  Weekly?  None? 

I.  THE PRIORITY OF FAMILY DEVOTIONS



Why is family devotions of priority for our homes?


A. God calls us to train our children.

Scripture is clear that God calls us to train our children.
Eph. 6:4, “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.”

Prov. 22:6 “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.”

Dt. 6:5-9, “Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the door-frames of your houses and on your gates.”

A couple of observations:

· Training is more deliberate than raising

Raising is simply providing the environment to enable a child to grow, training is a deliberate process of shaping and nurturing a life.

· Training is the role of the parents, esp. the father

“Impress them on your children.”  God has given you children and has given you the responsibility to train them.  They are yours!  On disadvantage of the modern school system is that we have released our responsibility to teach our children science to the school teachers and have given our responsibility to teach our children spiritual things to the Sunday School teacher.

This is not the job of the SS teacher, it is the job of the parents!  Too many parents leave all the spiritual formation of their children to the SS programme of the church.
We should help the SS teachers by giving our children a good foundation in the word of God and shaping their character.  
“I pray you so live, that when you stand over your child's dead body, you may never hear a voice coming up from that clay, ‘Father, your negligence was my destruction.  Mother, your prayerlessness was the instrument of my damnation.’” –Spurgeon
 “O fathers and mother, the ruin of your children or their salvation, will, under God, very much depend on you.” –Spurgeon

· Training is best done at a young age. 

Childhood presents a wonderful opportunity that is never repeated.  These verses talk about "impressing" God's truth on our children. It is not a coincidence that at their young ages they are the most impressionable.
 Dobson states, “I believe the 5th year of a child’s life is the most critical….Our most diligent efforts in the home, and our best teachers in the Sunday School, ought to be applied to the child of five or six years.”
 

Rolf Zetterson adds, “First six years are crucial in child rearing.  From 2-5 years a child will accept anything; after 5 or 6 they will become more critical in their thinking.”
  
· Training is a continual process

These verses do not talk about a one time event, but a continual process. From that time God entrusts children to us until they are released from our care the process of training continues.

Admittedly family devotions is certainly not the only way that we train our children. But consistent family devotions is an important part of God's call for us as parents to train our children. Family devotions provides a consistent way of ensuring that we are focused on training our children.

B. Our family impacts the church.

The devil knows that if he can destroy the family he has destroyed the church.  OUR CHURCH WILL NEVER BE STRONGER THAN ITS FAMILIES.  

God created the family before he created the church.  God planned for the home to be the stabilizing factor in all of society.  He planned for children to grow up in a loving environment where they would be taught respect for authority and obedience.  He planned for children to get their sense of self worth from interactions at home.
Paul told Timothy about leaders in the church,  “He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect.  (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?)”  (1 Tim. 3:4,5) Paul is saying that it is impossible to be a success at church if we are a failure at home.  It is more important that I manage my family than tell thousands about Jesus.  My first and most important responsibility is at home.  (This is not only true for women but also for men!)  This verse indicates that how we lead at home will be reflected in how we lead at church. Our family life impacts our church life.

To think about: What if the church family was just as strong as my family in prayer, understanding of the word, spiritual disciplines, attitude, and values?


C. Our family impacts the future. 

A final reason that I should give priority to spending time with my family around the word of God is that what I do with my family not only impacts their lives and the life of the Church but it also impacts the future. My investment in the lives of my children has a generational impact.
Right now, I may not see the impact that my three children can have on the earth, but I believe it is huge.  My life is going to make a difference long after I am dead, because I’m investing in family!  The Scripture teaches that my sins will be passed down to the third and fourth generation. 

Dt. 5:9-10 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.

The good news from this verse is that God's grace goes to a thousand generations!

 I am determined to leave behind not only sermons and seminars, but a godly legacy that will impact future generations.  
A study was done of the descendants of two men.  One was a drunkard called Max Jukes; the other a preacher, Dr. Jonathan Edwards who was instrumental in bringing a revival called the great awakening.  Here are the results:  
Of Max Juke’s descendants 
300 died prematurely, 
100 were sent to prison, 
190 were prostitutes, and 
100 were known drunks.  
Of Jonathan Edward’s 729 descendants, 
300 were preachers, 
65 were college professors, 
13 were authors, 
3 were congressmen, and 
1 was a vice-president of the US.
  

II.  THE PLAN FOR FAMILY DEVOTIONS

Most of us probably don't struggle so much with understanding the importance of family devotions, we just fall down in the doing of it. How do we do it?
A. Recognize ultimate objectives

What things should we be concerned about teaching our children?  Here’s a suggested checklist from Dr. James Dobson:
 
1. Loving God  Mk. 12:30

We should be concerned that our child learns to love God.  After all, that’s the greatest commandment.

Mk. 12:30 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.'

Ask, first of all, “Does my child see it modeled?”  He should see it first in my life. Then, “Is he learning to talk about God, read the Bible and pray?”

2. Loving others  Mk.  12:31

Has my child learned to love others?  In his/her spiritual growth he/she must learn to think of others and express love towards them.  We are all naturally selfish, but must learn to share, give, and understand others.
Mk. 12:31 The second is this: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no commandment greater than these."
3. Obedience  Eph. 6:1
One of the greatest challenges, I believe, that we have as parents is to teach our children to obey. We need to teach them to obey parents, God, and other authority.  

There is only one reason children disobey; parents have failed to teach them obedience!

Eph 6:1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.
4. Fear of God  Ecc. 12:13

We need to teach our children to have a healthy respect for God. This includes respect for His word and for His House. Certainly we need to help them understand that God is a friend. However, at the same time we teach them that He is an awesome God. 
Ec 12:13 Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.
5. Self-control Prov. 25:28
 We are responsible to teach our children self-control which  includes controlling impulses, giving tithes, work, responsibility, delayed gratification, etc. 
Prov. 25:28 Like a city whose walls are broken down is a man who lacks self-control.
B.   Practical considerations
Let’s look at some practical suggestions about the ways that we can have family devotions.
1. Keep it simple
· Gear to the ages of your child

· Preschoolers need lively stories (all ages love a well told story)

· Use simple words or an easy to understand Bible story book. 
· As children grow the format can change but it never needs to become complicated.
2. Keep it short
Family devotions doesn't need to be a long time. 10 or 15 minutes is a good place to start.
3. Keep it fun.  

Family devotions should be an enjoyable time for everyone, not dull or boring. How can we do this?
· Involve everyone. As much as their age level will allow include everyone in the devotions. If the children are small encourage them to get involved in the story or in clapping their hands. As they grow older they can be in charge of a portion of the devotional time. They can have a choice or some input on what will be shared.

· Keep it changing. Don't get stuck in routine, add some variety.

Several ideas:

· Sometimes go through chapters one after another.
· Do character studies. Choose a character or a series of characters and study their lives. One time I did a series on the lives of the biblical characters with the names of our children explaining what characteristics made them great men or women.
· Do topical studies. Choose a relevant topic and spend some time looking at what Scripture has to say about it.
· Use holidays like Christmas and Easter to tell those great stories. 
· Read a biography of a great Christian and talk about how they lived out their biblical faith. 
· Act out biblical stories.

· Allow others to take turns leading.
4. Keep it going. 

Do it consistently.  It takes “devotion,” commitment and dedication. Have a time together at least weekly; it is far better to do it nightly.  This is a challenge especially as children grow older.
There are probably two major things that make it difficult to keep it going:

· No Time. It's tough to carve up the time needed for family devotions and to balance all the other church, school and community activities. There is no easy answer to this issue except to realize that we take time for what is a priority and if we don't have time together as a family it simply means that that is not a priority for us. It may work better in the morning or in the evenings and it may not happen every day, but find time for family.

· No plan. Another factor that keeps us from having regular devotions is that we don't have a plan for what we are going to do. Develop a plan on your own or use books, or Web resources for help. (See list of Web resources below)
Conclusion

Training our children through family devotions is both a privilege and a heavy responsibility. If you have never done it, develop a plan and get moving! If you've been doing it but have stopped, I encourage you to pick it up again. If you're doing it already, congratulations! But think about ways that you can improve to make it more meaningful for everyone involved. 

Web resources:

http://www.christianitytoday.com/parenting/features/devotions.html (monthly guides for family devotions)

http://www.understandingyourteenager.com/parents/articles/devos/index.php (short, humorous stories with a biblical thought)
http://www.shepherdserve.org/family_devotions.htm (daily devotions centered on the life of Christ by home schooling family)

http://www.lifeway.com/lwc/article_main_page/0,1703,A=161567&M=200553,00.html  (free email weekly guide for 2 devotionals)

http://dataroad.net/fullarmor/index.html (free weekly email with topics on character)

 http://www.new-life.net/devotn01.htm (several devotional resources for sale)

Adapted from Juja Joy Couples Seminar, July 15, 2000

Common questions about family devotions.

1. What if my husband/wife is not saved?

2.    What happens when visitors come?  

Joshua 24:15, “As for me and my house we will serve the LORD.”
Successful Family Devotions

Action Assignment
Name: ___________________
1. On a scale of one to 10 how well would you evaluate your effectiveness in the area of family devotions?

2. What are the major difficulties you have encountered in seeking to have family devotions?

3. Reflect on the current needs of your family. What are the issues that need to be addressed from a biblical perspective?

4. Develop a plan for how you will look at these issues. Include beginning dates, major topics, and who will be responsible to lead. Complete the chart below or modify it as needed.
	Topic
	Date to begin
	Leader
	Other activities
	Notes

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Successful Family Devotions

By Jon Byler

Introduction

There is likely no area of family life that is as difficult for families as the area of family devotions. (There could be other words used for family devotions, but I will use this to mean a regular time of meeting together as a family around the word of God.)

I.  THE ________________  OF FAMILY DEVOTIONS



Why is family devotions of priority for our homes?


A. God calls us to train our ________________  . (Eph. 6:4, Prov. 22:6, Dt. 6:5-9)

A couple of observations:

· Training is more deliberate than raising

Raising is simply providing the environment to enable a child to grow, training is a deliberate process of shaping and nurturing a life.

· Training is the role of the parents, esp. the father

God has given you children and has given you the responsibility to train them.  They are yours!  On disadvantage of the modern school system is that we have released our responsibility to teach our children science to the school teachers and have given our responsibility to teach our children spiritual things to the Sunday School teacher.

This is not the job of the SS teacher, it is the job of the parents!  Too many parents leave all the spiritual formation of their children to the SS programme of the church.

 “I pray you so live, that when you stand over your child's dead body, you may never hear a voice coming up from that clay, ‘Father, your negligence was my destruction.  Mother, your prayerlessness was the instrument of my damnation.’” –Spurgeon

 “O fathers and mother, the ruin of your children or their salvation, will, under God, very much depend on you.” –Spurgeon

· Training is best done at a young age. 

Childhood presents a wonderful opportunity that is never repeated.  
“I believe the 5th year of a child’s life is the most critical….Our most diligent efforts in the home, and our best teachers in the Sunday School, ought to be applied to the child of five or six years.”
 

“First six years are crucial in child rearing.  From 2-5 years a child will accept anything; after 5 or 6 they will become more critical in their thinking.”
  

· Training is a continual process

These verses do not talk about a one time event, but a continual process. From that time God entrusts children to us until they are released from our care the process of training continues.

Admittedly family devotions is certainly not the only way that we train our children. But consistent family devotions is an important part of God's call for us as parents to train our children. Family devotions provides a consistent way of ensuring that we are focused on training our children.


B. Our family impacts the ________________  . (1 Tim. 3:4,5)
The devil knows that if he can destroy the family he has destroyed the church.  OUR CHURCH WILL NEVER BE STRONGER THAN ITS FAMILIES.  

God created the family before he created the church.  God planned for the home to be the stabilizing factor in all of society.  He planned for children to grow up in a loving environment where they would be taught respect for authority and obedience.  He planned for children to get their sense of self worth from interactions at home.

Paul says that it is impossible to be a success at church if we are a failure at home.  It is more important that I manage my family than tell thousands about Jesus.  My first and most important responsibility is at home.  How we lead at home will be reflected in how we lead at church. Our family life impacts our church life.

To think about: What if the church family was just as strong as my family in prayer, understanding of the word, spiritual disciplines, attitude, and values?


C. Our family impacts the ________________  . Dt. 5:9-10
 My investment in the lives of my children has a generational impact.

  My life is going to make a difference long after I am dead, because I’m investing in family!  The Scripture teaches that my sins will be passed down to the third and fourth generation. Better news is that God's grace goes to a thousand generations!

II.  THE ________________  FOR FAMILY DEVOTIONS

Most of us probably don't struggle so much with understanding the importance of family devotions, we just fall down in the doing of it. How do we do it?

A. Recognize ultimate ________________  

Here’s a suggested checklist from Dr. James Dobson:
 

1. ________________  God  Mk. 12:30

We should be concerned that our child learns to love God.  After all, that’s the greatest commandment.

Ask, first of all, “Does my child see it modeled?”  He should see it first in my life. Then, “Is he learning to talk about God, read the Bible and pray?”

2. ________________  others  Mk.  12:31

Has my child learned to love others?  In his/her spiritual growth he/she must learn to think of others and express love towards them.  We are all naturally selfish, but must learn to share, give, and understand others.

3. ________________  Eph. 6:1

One of the greatest challenges, I believe, that we have as parents is to teach our children to obey. We need to teach them to obey parents, God, and other authority.  

4. ________________  of God  Ecc. 12:13

We need to teach our children to have a healthy respect for God. This includes respect for His word and for His House. Certainly we need to help them understand that God is a friend. However, at the same time we teach them that He is an awesome God. 

5. Self-________________  Prov. 25:28

 We are responsible to teach our children self-control which  includes controlling impulses, giving tithes, work, responsibility, delayed gratification, etc. 

B.   Practical considerations
Let’s look at some practical suggestions about the ways that we can have family devotions.

1. Keep it ________________  

· Gear to the ages of your child

· Preschoolers need lively stories (all ages love a well told story)

· Use simple words or an easy to understand Bible story book. 

· As children grow the format can change but it never needs to become complicated.

2. Keep it ________________  

Family devotions doesn't need to be a long time. 10 or 15 minutes is a good place to start.

3. Keep it ________________  .  

Family devotions should be an enjoyable time for everyone, not dull or boring. How can we do this?

· Involve everyone. As much as their age level will allow include everyone in the devotions. If the children are small encourage them to get involved in the story or in clapping their hands. As they grow older they can be in charge of a portion of the devotional time. They can have a choice or some input on what will be shared.

· Keep it changing. Don't get stuck in routine, add some variety.

Several ideas:

· Sometimes go through chapters one after another.

· Do character studies. Choose a character or a series of characters and study their lives. One time I did a series on the lives of the biblical characters with the names of our children explaining what characteristics made them great men or women.

· Do topical studies. Choose a relevant topic and spend some time looking at what Scripture has to say about it.

· Use holidays like Christmas and Easter to tell those great stories. 

· Read a biography of a great Christian and talk about how they lived out their biblical faith. 

· Act out biblical stories.

· Allow others to take turns leading.

4. Keep it ________________  . 

Do it consistently.  It takes “devotion,” commitment and dedication. Have a time together at least weekly; it is far better to do it nightly.  This is a challenge especially as children grow older. Major issues that make it difficult to keep going:
· No Time. It's tough to carve up the time needed for family devotions and to balance all the other church, school and community activities. We take time for what is a priority and if we don't have time together as a family it simply means that that is not a priority for us. It may work better in the morning or in the evenings and it may not happen every day, but find time for family.

· No plan. Another factor that keeps us from having regular devotions is that we don't have a plan for what we are going to do. Develop a plan on your own, use books, or Web resources for help. (See list of Web resources below)

Conclusion

Training our children through family devotions is both a privilege and a heavy responsibility. If you have never done it, develop a plan and get moving! If you've been doing it but have stopped, I encourage you to pick it up again. If you're doing it already, congratulations! But think about ways that you can improve to make it more meaningful for everyone involved. 

Web resources:

http://www.christianitytoday.com/parenting/features/devotions.html (monthly guides for family devotions)

http://www.understandingyourteenager.com/parents/articles/devos/index.php (short, humorous stories with a biblical thought)

http://www.shepherdserve.org/family_devotions.htm (daily devotions centered on the life of Christ by home schooling family)

http://www.lifeway.com/lwc/article_main_page/0,1703,A=161567&M=200553,00.html  (free email weekly guide for 2 devotionals)

http://dataroad.net/fullarmor/index.html (free weekly email with topics on character)

 http://www.new-life.net/devotn01.htm (several devotional resources for sale)
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1. On a scale of one to 10 how well would you evaluate your effectiveness in the area of family devotions?

2. What are the major difficulties you have encountered in seeking to have family devotions?

3. Reflect on the current needs of your family. What are the issues that need to be addressed from a biblical perspective?

4. Develop a plan for how you will look at these issues. Include beginning dates, major topics, and who will be responsible to lead. Complete the chart below or modify it as needed.
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� J. Dobson, Dr. Dobson Answers Your Questions Vol. 3, p. 39





� Rolf  Zettersten, Train Up a Child, p. 136


� Rolf  Zettersten, Train Up a Child, p. xi.





� James Dobson, “Dr. Dobson Answers Your Questions Vol. 3”  p. 44 ff





� J. Dobson, Dr. Dobson Answers Your Questions Vol. 3, p. 39





� Rolf  Zettersten, Train Up a Child, p. 136


� James Dobson, “Dr. Dobson Answers Your Questions Vol. 3”  p. 44 ff
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