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We’ve addressed multiple topics during this sermon series on Proverbs; today we talk about family.  
And let me start by saying this: Family is at the center of Proverbs in a way that no other subject is. It’s not the 
most frequently addressed topic – there are more proverbs about speech and more proverbs about wisdom in 
general, but family has a special place because Proverbs is a book for families. Proverbs is a book meant to be 
used by families in the context of the home. It was a teaching tool for families. 

How do we know this? You can hear it in the writing. Look at the very first Proverb on our list, which 
comes from the opening words of the book. “Listen my son to your father’s instruction, and do not forsake your 
mother’s teaching.” It’s a family conversation. It’s a father talking to a son. “Son! Listen to your father!” we hear 
this refrain throughout the book. In the Proverb I included from Proverbs 31 we hear a mother saying, “Listen to 
your mom!” All the wisdom of Proverbs is part of a family conversation. So, whatever an individual proverb is 
about – whether it’s conflict or about honesty or hard work or whatever – that proverb is part of the family 
conversation. In all the places families interact - at the dinner table, out in the fields, in the kitchen while 
preparing the food – they’re meant to reflect together on the wisdom of this book. 

And all of this underscores the power and the importance of the family. Of course, we don’t need to be 
told about how important family is; we’ve lived it. The person here who has had absolutely the best family 
experience ever, a childhood full of love and faithfulness, can tell you how important the family is. The person 
who had the worst family experience here – a childhood full of abuse and trauma – you too can tell how 
important the family is. There’s a place in the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus says, “If your eyes are healthy, 
your whole body will be full of light. But if the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness.” He wasn’t 
talking about families when he said it, but he could have been. Depending on what your family was like growing 
up, you could have a firm foundation under your feet, or you could be walking in a minefield. Our family 
influences everything. 

So, in Proverbs and in life, family is a really important institution. Unfortunately, in our society right now, 
it’s also an institution under enormous stress. That stress shows up in all sorts of places but let me just mention 
two of them. Today, in our society, people are more reluctant to form new families. Compared to previous 
generations, Generation Z is less likely to want to get married or form long-term relationships. And even when 
they do want to get married, Generation Z is much less likely to want children. Ask any young person today and 
they will tell you that many of their friends have no plans to start a family. That’s a big change.  

Another modern stress on families is the growing trend of family estrangement. More and more families 
have family members who deliberately break off contact – siblings who won’t speak to each other anymore; 
children who won’t speak to parents anymore. A recent study found that 38% of people report some kind of 
estrangement in their families. Let me be clear: there are definitely cases where abuse happens and it is 
appropriate for people to remove themselves from family relationships. More recently however it seems as 
though it takes very little for one person to label another family member as toxic. And as you can imagine, this 
estrangement has brought deep pain to families.  

All this to say: families are under stress, and we need wisdom for our families. Whether we are married or 
single, whether we have children or not, we all live in families and we all need our families to be sources of 
stability and support. So: what wisdom for our families is the Holy Spirit sharing in these proverbs? How is the 
Holy Spirit helping our families through these words? I would like to try to explore the wisdom and the rest of 
Scripture with three points this morning. Those three points are Delight, Discipline and Dysfunction.  

First of all, delight. Probably when I first read through the list of Proverbs, the thing that jumped out at you is 
the discipline. All that talk about the rod of discipline sort of leaps off the page and gets your attention and we 



 

will talk about that in a moment. But did you notice that throughout these proverbs there is an undercurrent of 
delight and joy? As it is described in Proverbs, the way of family wisdom is not first of all a path of punishment 
and duty. In the book of Proverbs, the way of family wisdom is first of all a joy and a delight. Our families are 
meant to be places where we delight in each other.  

There is delight at the beginning of the teaching. Look at 3:11-12 – “My son, do not despise the Lord’s 
discipline, and do not resist his rebuke, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he 
delights in.” The Lord’s discipline comes out of his love and delight for us. A parent’s discipline comes out of their 
love and delight for their child. There is delight at the beginning there is also delight at the end. When a child 
starts walking in the way of wisdom, when she responds to her parent’s teaching, it is a delight. “The father and 
mother of a righteous child have great joy” – 23:24-25. There is delight at the beginning, there is delight at the 
end, there is also delight in the middle. Look at our first Proverbs: Son, don’t forsake your father and mother’s 
teaching because, “They are a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck.” Wisdom is like a 
garland of flowers. That’s not an image of duty and grim responsibility; that’s an image of joy! 

There will always be discipline in families. For most of us, our families are the ones who hold us 
accountable. For most of us, our family will always be the ones who will tell us the truth, even if it’s a truth we 
don’t want to hear. But all that discipline and truth telling needs to happen within a context of love and affection 
and delight. Parents, the first and most important disciplinary act you can exercise on your children is to love 
them well. In the family, love and delight for each other is a kind of disciplinary force. It is the strongest 
disciplinary force. It has the greatest power to bring change.  

Here’s a ratio to remember: 5:1. Some of the best social science research out there suggests that in 
families (and in all human relationships) the right ratio between positive affirmation and criticism is 5 positive 
affirmations to one word of critique or correction. Positive affirmation doesn’t need to be verbal. Verbal is great: 
You can never say “I’m so glad you are my sister!” or “You are a wonderful son” often enough. But affirmation 
can be a hug. Affirmation can be asking a question about the other person’s day. Affirmations can be any 
positive, loving attention given to the other person. A positive affirmation could be that your wife starts to tell 
you about someone she ran into at the store today and you put down your phone, and you listen to her with 
intention, rather than doing this: “Oh yeah! No Kidding! That’s cool!”   

In the course of a normal day within a family there are all sorts of bids for connection. If you want your 
family to be healthy, if you want it to form your family in a positive way, make a lot of those bids for connection. 
And when someone makes those bids for connection towards you, respond to them in a way that is more than a 
grunt or a nod or a thumbs up emoji.  

So, Proverbs sees our families as a place of delight, but it also sees our families as places of discipline and 
correction.  

We have to talk about those two verses about the rod. Proverbs 22:15 and 13:24. These two verses (and 
two other Proverbs that I didn’t print) give us some version of “spare the Rod and spoil the child.” This makes 
modern people uncomfortable. We need to make sure we properly understand these verses. They do not say, 
“Hey everyone, be sure to beat your children.” Though the Israelite’s discipline of their children certainly included 
corporeal punishment, the meaning of the word ‘rod’ is broader than that. The word in Hebrew is shaybet. And 
while it sometimes means a rod that you would use for a beating, it also means scepter. It also refers to more 
generally holding and using power and authority. So for example, in passages like Genesis 49 it says, “the scepter 
will never pass from Judah,” which doesn’t mean that Judah will never stop beating people; it means that Judah 
will never cease to hold authority.  

The call to use the rod in parenting is a call to use your authority in your parenting. Function as your 
child’s authority figure. Love for your child might be the most important thing, but that doesn’t mean you are 
your child’s friend and buddy; you are his parent. It’s a relationship of authority. It’s your job to instruct, guide, 
rebuke, teach, discipline. It is your job to indoctrinate your child. That’s not a word we like. I’m unaware of any 
surveys that pose the question, but I am sure that most non-religious secular people would think that 
indoctrinating your child is a bad thing. But here’s the truth: Every child is indoctrinated into something. All of us 



 

are indoctrinated into something. Even people who say, “indoctrination is always bad!” have been indoctrinated 
into the belief that indoctrination is always bad.  

Parents, your number one job is to help your children find God’s path of wisdom. It’s not to help your 
child score high on their SAT’s. It’s not to help your child hit a baseball, or to make a jump shot, or become a 
virtuoso on the violin. Your primary job is to help them find the path of wisdom. Your primary task, a task given to 
you in this book, is to do whatever you can to make sure your child’s soul is deeply rooted in good soil, and that 
their roots go down into streams of living water. In our case, that means doing what you can to help your child 
get to know Jesus, because if it’s the path of wisdom we are looking for, Jesus is the way the truth and the life. 

This all needs to be done in a balanced way. In the scope of parenting styles there is parenting that is too 
controlling, too hands-on, too heavy-handed with the rod of authority. That’s the kind of parenting Paul warns 
against in Ephesians 6:4 when he says, “Fathers, don’t exasperate your children.” There is also parenting that is 
too hands off, that gives a child no guidance, parenting that neglects the rod of guiding authority. Neither of 
these parenting styles represent the path of wisdom. 

So, the Spirit calls our families to be places of delight and affirmation. The Spirit calls our families to be 
places of discipline – a place where we help each other find the path of wisdom. Now I would like to say 
something about dysfunction. 

When I read all these proverbs and I go through these first two points, I know that it all sounds so tidy. 
Here’s the picture I’ve painted. You put lots of love into your family and it becomes a place of affection and 
affirmation, in the context of that love, you disciple each other and you teach your children God’s way, and at the 
end of it all you have a happy family full of joy and delight! As 22:6 says, you start your children off on this good 
path and then, even when they are old, they do not depart from it. Easy Peasy. A beautiful Norman Rockwell 
portrait. 

But in real families it’s never that neat, right? Truth is, no family here fits that picture. Not one. Just like 
every single one of us as individuals is broken and limping, so every family is broken and limping. You did your 
best to raise all your children in the way they should go just like Proverbs says, you really tried, but when they got 
older, they did depart from the way, and it breaks your heart. You really tried to be loving and fair with all your 
children but one of them has turned his back on you – won’t speak to you. Families who try really hard to do 
God’s will for their family still suffer from divorce and addiction and estrangement and rebellion and abuse.  

And if that’s your family, I’m happy refer you to a parent who has been through a similar struggle – a 
parent who raised children, loved them well, gave them the right balance of love and discipline, and still saw the 
family blow up. I’m talking of course about our Heavenly Father. No one has more experience dealing with a 
dysfunctional family than God. He has given us so much, he lavished us with the gift of life, he gives us mercies 
every morning, and still, we make a mess of his good gifts  

Does the Father feel the weight of this broken family? You bet he does. Hosea 11: “I taught my people to 
walk. I lifted them to my cheek. I led them with cords of human kindness. And still they turned away.” You hear 
that pain in Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem in Matthew 23: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, how often I longed to gather 
your children together as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing.” If that’s not the cry 
of a brokenhearted parent, I don’t know what is.  

And what does God do with us his beloved, dysfunctional family? He sends his Son to it. He sends Jesus, 
his Son, our brother to us. And Jesus comes to fix the family. Jesus comes so that the rod of punishment that 
should fall on us for our rebellion falls on him instead. Proverbs 26:3 says, “a rod for the backs of fools.” Jesus 
Christ who is the wisdom of God, stood in our place and took the rod of punishment that should have fallen on us 
foolish people. And he did all this so that his broken family could be restored, so that his estranged children could 
once again sit at his table, so that dysfunction would give way to everlasting joy. 

If you are a person here, doing your best with your family and still feeling overwhelmed by the pain and 
the brokenness, be assured that God knows exactly what you are feeling. God knows exactly what you are going 
through. And He sent his Son to this earth not just to save you from your personal sins, he sent Jesus to bring 
restoration for all the broken things in this world, including your family.                     ©Rev. Peter Jonker 


