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Setting the example

It’s no good saying one thing and doing another.
Mark and Mary Whittaker (Crewe, UK) remind
us just how important it is to set the right standard,
modelled on the pattern of Christ, as examples to our
children. There is no place for hypocrisy. Setting a
good example is one of the most powerful ways of

teaching them what the Lord requires.

OW MANY PARENTS can still remem-
Hber the first time their baby repeated back

to them the word ‘Mummy’ or ‘Daddy’?
Our child will have learned that first word by lis-
tening to us repeat it many times over, eventually
working out how to mimic the example itself. We
may not even have consciously taught the word,
but the child has learnt to copy it nevertheless,
thus illustrating just how powerful example is as
a tool to teach others. Through much of our lives
we continue to learn in this way—by copying the
examples we observe in our parents and teachers,
and later on in colleagues at work and brothers
and sisters in the meeting.

Our Creator knows that this is what we are like,
which is why He left the example of His own Son
on record for us, a perfect life that we can strive
to follow. And Jesus himself made sure that his
example was noted by his disciples, as when he
washed the disciples’ feet: “For I have given you
an example, that you should do as I have done
to you” (Jno. 13:15).*

Paul also understood the power of a good ex-
ample, and ensured that, wherever he preached
the gospel, his behaviour was unimpeachable, a
benchmark that others could live by: “Brethren,

join in following my example, and note
those who so walk, as you have us
for a pattern” (Phil. 3:17). Where he
saw brothers and sisters setting a
good example themselves, like the
Thessalonians, he made sure that oth-
ers took note of it: “And you became
followers of us and of the Lord . . .
so that you became examples to all in
Macedonia and Achaia who believe”
(1 Thess. 1:6,7).

By wanting to set the right example for our own
children, then, we are following in the footsteps
of our Master himself and his great apostle.

Taking responsibility

For parents in the Truth it's important to ap-
preciate from the start that children are both
a blessing from God and a responsibility—our
responsibility—until they reach adulthood. If we
want our children to grow up with a love for God
and His Word then we have to realise that laying
the foundation rests firmly with us, and we only
get the one opportunity to influence our children
positively. If we leave the influence over our chil-
dren’s spiritual development to child minders and
the like, particularly in the early years, we cannot
really claim to be discharging our responsibility as
godly parents, nor is it likely to set the example
we want for our children. What is it that we want
our children to be soaking up like a sponge in
those formative years: an example that we have
control over (our own), or someone else’s, over
which we have no control?

*  Scripture quotations from the NKJV.
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The same principle holds true once children
are at school. In those hours when they are with
friends and teachers at school, it is unlikely that
they will be influenced for good, which makes
the few hours between home time and bedtime
critical. It’s our brief opportunity to re-establish a
good example that they can follow, one that will
counter anything picked up during the day.

Setting a consistent example

Consistency is critical when we are setting an
example for our children. If our behaviour is
not consistent then this will quickly be noted,
even from an early age, and our ability to influ-
ence our children for good will correspondingly
diminish. To them we will be no different from
the Pharisees, who “say, and do not do” (Mt.
23:3). Our inconsistency will send out a message
that what we are trying to teach isn’t really that
important after all.

This ‘Do as I say and not as I do” method of
example-setting is one that compromises the good
that we try to instil into our children, because, if
we don’t personally follow what we teach, why
should they? Think of the situation that David
found himself in after his sin with Bath-sheba.
His own poor example not only told his sons that
they could behave as they liked, it also rendered
David almost completely unable to deal with
his sons when they did go off the rails. Do we
want this sad process to be repeated in our own
family?

Perhaps Paul had this particular issue in mind
when he told the Corinthians that they were good
at telling others what to do, but not so good when
it came to setting an example that others could
follow in practice. In 1 Corinthians 4:14,15 he says,
“I do not write these things to shame you, but as
my beloved children I warn you. For though you
might have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet
you do not have many fathers; for in Christ Jesus
I have begotten you through the gospel”. Paul
clearly saw a difference between an “instructor”
and a “father”. An instructor simply tells others
what to do, whereas a father shows what others
should do by setting the example first. This is
why Paul continues in verse 16, “Therefore I urge
you, imitate me”.

It is the same for us as parents; the instruction
of our children in God’s ways will not work by
simply telling them what to do, unless this is
fully backed up in our lives by also doing what
we instruct. Consistency between word and ac-
tion is paramount.
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Conscious and unconscious example

setting

There are many positive things that we can

consciously do with our children all through

their childhood that will set a good example for
them:

* Doing Bible readings daily, for this is the
clearest signal to our children that we consider
God’s message to be important in our lives,
every day. For younger children a Bible story
at bedtime can be the start of this process,
which becomes a more mature discussion of
a real passage of Scripture as children grow
older.

* Praying together, both at meal times and at
the end of the day, to show our reliance upon
God and thankfulness for what He gives us.

¢ Attendance at meetings and ecclesial events.

Our own involvement in the ecclesia sends a

strong message to our offspring about what

part the ecclesial family plays in our lives—
whether it is what our lives revolve around
or just a fringe activity.

¢ Considering the language we use. It’s not just
a case of ‘not swearing in front of the kids’,
but whether we deliberately avoid words and
phrases that are at odds with our profession
of trying to follow the Lord Jesus.

In reality, of course, before we became parents
these activities should have been very much a part
of our life since baptism as disciples of Christ.
However, by including our children in such
activities as Bible reading, prayers and ecclesial
events from the earliest opportunity, we help to
establish these as natural and important parts of
life, both theirs and ours.

However, the conscious example we set by
doing these things with our children each day is
only half the story. Our whole lifestyle and focus
provides an unconscious example for our off-
spring, which will either reinforce the message of
the things we do consciously, or undermine it.

For example, when reading together we may
teach our children all about the way that disciples
of Jesus should behave—turning the other cheek,
esteeming others better than ourselves, etc.—and
then completely undermine these teachings by
behaving aggressively at the wheel of our car, or
by being critical of brothers and sisters in front
of the children. Or perhaps we talk a lot about
the importance of the ecclesia and the family,
but deny this in practice by the priority we put
upon work, schooling our children and self when
dividing up our time.
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To turn to the positive side, we may, for ex-
ample, quite unconsciously show our children
what forgiveness is really about simply by the
way that we treat others who wrong us (includ-
ing one another within the family).

These are simple illustrations, but it may well
be that the unconscious example we provide for
our children actually has a greater influence on
their spiritual development than all the things
we make a deliberate point of teaching and do-
ing with them.

Peter had this in mind, not in relation to bring-
ing up children, but concerning the conversion
of unbelieving spouses. In 1 Peter 3:1,2 he says,
“Wives, likewise, be submissive to your own hus-
bands, that even if some do not obey the word,
they, without a word, may be won by the conduct
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of their wives, when they observe your chaste conduct
accompanied by fear”.

Surely the exhortation for all parents from this
is to make sure that the things we do deliberately
and consciously to set a good example for our
children are complemented by the rest of our daily
life. Our example comes through in everything
we do and say, not just the bits where we make
a point of setting a benchmark. And whatever is
seen, heard and registered by our children will
be copied in their own lives more swiftly than we
might ever imagine—the good and the bad.

If we ourselves, therefore, are being “imitators
of God as dear children” (Eph. 5:1), then we know
that our own dear children in turn will have a
good standard to imitate as we bring them up in
the nurture and admonition of the Lord.



