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Ever since Adam and Eve, taking OWNERSHIP of our lives and
accepting RESPONSIBILITY for ourselves, is something we have
resisted.

Help child develop inside him/her what parent
has been providing on the outside:
RESPONSIBILITY, SELF-CONTROL and
FREEDOM.
HEB 12:11 No discipline seems pleasant at the

time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a
harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.
PROV 22:6 Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he

will not turn from it.

Many of us parent in the present without thinking about the
future. We usually deal with the problems at hand.
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KEEP AN EYE ON THE FUTURE!
We are raising our children to be
responsible adults.
A PERSON’S CHARACTER IS ONE’S
DESTINY.
Most of our problems result from our own character weaknesses.
Possessing inner strength, we succeed, often in spite of tough
circumstances. No inner strength leads to failure or getting
stuck.
CHARACTER refers to a person’s...
• ability and inability.
• moral make-up.
• functioning in relationships.
• way of doing tasks.

CHARACTER IS ALWAYS FORMED IN RELATIONSHIPS
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Boundaries

“Property line” that defines a person; defines
where a person ends and someone else begins;
defines our responsibilities in regard to feelings,
behaviour, attitude, etc.; they also define our
expectations of each other in relationships –
taking ownership for our part.

Growing up being confused about
boundaries (own responsibilities)
and about others’ boundaries (their
responsibilities), the child does not
develop SELF-CONTROL that
enables him/her to go through life
successfully.
Children are little people who are out of control of themselves
and attempting to control everyone around them!
They do not want to take control of themselves to adapt to
the requirements of Mom and Dad; they want Mom and Dad
to change the requirements!
Children can only internalize boundaries from external
relationships and discipline.
Clear boundaries help children develop several qualities:
• A well-defined sense of identity.
• Responsibilities.
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• The ability to choose.
• The understanding that if they choose well, things will go
well, and vice versa.
• The possibility for true love based in freedom.

•
•
•
•

1.

Self-control
Responsibility
Freedom
Love

The bedrock of the
spiritual life.

GUARDIAN

Parents are legally responsible for children – to
protect and preserve them. A child cannot
think about the outcome of their actions,
only about immediate gratification. Wisdom
comes only from experience – the big thing a
child is short on.
A guardian provides the child with a safe
environment for learning and gaining wisdom.
Balancing freedom and limits is a major task in child rearing.
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2.

MANAGER

A manager makes sure things get done – goals are
reached, demands and expectations are met,
etc. Children are not born with self-discipline.
Managers provide this discipline by
controlling resources, teaching, enforcing
consequences, correcting, chastising,
maintaining order and building skills.
Boundaries play an important role in managing.
3.

SOURCE

Parents are the sources of all good things for
children. In giving and receiving resources,
boundaries play a very important role.
If parents give without boundaries,
children learn to feel entitled and become
self-centred and demanding. Ungratefulness
becomes a character pattern.
If parents hold resources too tightly, children give up and do not
develop the hope of reaching goals that have gratifying rewards.

1.
2.

3.

Loving (i.e. respecting others’ boundaries).
Responsibility (taking ownership – all aspects of your life
are truly yours and only yours – no one is going to live
your life for you).
Freedom.

9

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Initiating.
Respectful of reality.
Growing.
Oriented to truth (dishonesty fuels betrayal, blocks
intimacy and prevents growth).
Oriented to transcendence (valuing the existence of
others and God).

The first and most fundamental picture
children have of the way the universe
operates, is at home. So, if you relate to
your children in a way that mirrors God’s
Laws – concepts of reality, love,
responsibility, choices and freedom –
they will succeed in the outside world.
But if you protect them from the pain of
irresponsibility, you set them up for
many struggles in adulthood.
Children will mature to the level the parent structures them, and
no higher. They don’t have it in them to grow themselves up.
They respond and adapt to how they are parented.

1.

TEACHING

Boundaries

The ability to hear and say “No” appropriately,
grounded in reality, God’s Laws and everyday life.
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E.g. “You are responsible for your
behaviour” includes...

•
•
•
•

cleaning your room.
getting good grades.
proper table manners.
controlling tantrums.

Children should learn that they cannot blame
their lack of accomplishment on someone else.
Different boundaries apply to different age levels. Freedom
comes from handling responsibility well; it is not a gift
bequeathed by chronological age.
2.

MODELLING

Children observe and learn from how you (the parent) operate
with boundaries in your own world. In this sense boundaries are
“caught” more than they are “taught”.
3.

INTERNALIZING BOUNDARIES

Making it a part of yourself – an experienced reality. If your
boundary training consists only of words, you are wasting your
breath.
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1.

THE LAW OF SOWING AND REAPING

Life works on reality consequences.
True change usually comes only when
someone’s behaviour causes him to
encounter reality consequences like
pain or losses of time, money,
possessions, things he enjoys and
people he values. Getting angry,
sending guilt messages, nagging and withdrawing love, usually do
not motivate people to change.
The positive side of the Law of Sowing and Reaping
gives us a reasonable sense of power and
control over our lives. This is what God
intended – to invest our talents and lives to
reap good fruit.
The negative side to this Law gives us a healthy fear
of bad things. A healthy respect for consequences
keeps us living in reality and moving in a good direction.
Consequences make it the child’s problem.
The Law of Sowing and Reaping teaches children self-control –
one of the most basic lessons in life. If you choose to do your
chores, you may play. If you choose to avoid your chores, you pay.
Either way, the child is in control of his/her life, not the parents.
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The child must have freedom and be allowed choices and then
manage the consequences accordingly. Heap on the praise and
increase freedom when children use responsibility well. When
bad choices are made, EMPATHIZE with their losses. Avoid
“I told you so”.

• That’s sad not getting to play today.
• I feel for you. I also hate it when I don’t get to do

something I want.
• I bet you’re hungry. I hate to miss a meal too.

• Don’t come crying to me. If you had listened in the

first place...
• Don’t give me that “It’s not fair” thing. You made
your bed, now you have to lie in it.
• If you had done your chores and behaved, you
could have ... Now it’s too late!
Children easily resent a person saying the second set of
statements. They then focus more on hating the
parent who is making them feel bad than correcting
the behaviour that got them into this mess.
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Empathize with the child who makes a bad choice – it builds a
bridge to you instead of a barrier.
1.1

Balancing Freedom, Choices and Consequences

The goal is not to control the children to make them do what
you want. The goal is to give them the choice to do what they
want, and make it so painful to do the wrong thing that they will
not want to.
Self-control does not exist without freedom and choices.

Freedom = Responsibility = Consequences = Love

1.2

Running Interference

Some parents have difficulty allowing their children to suffer
consequences. The natural tendency is to bail them out, e.g.
school projects due the next morning given two weeks before!!

PARENTS, DO NOT GET IN THE WAY OF THE LAW OF
SOWING AND REAPING!
Make sure it happens when the consequences of irresponsibility
are a loss of privileges, not the loss of a career or a marriage.
1.3

Balancing Grace and Truth

Grace

Unmerited favour (support, resources, love, compassion,
forgiveness, etc.).
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Truth
1.4

Structure (experiencing consequences).

Rewards & Consequences

Rewards for two things:
Acquiring new skills.
1.
2.
Performing exceptionally.
Rewards such as praise, snacks, money, special
trips, stars on the fridge, etc. can be powerful
teachers of new skills. Children love rewards for
learning something new.
No rewards for:
• Doing the age-appropriate requirements of civilized people
(such as living skills).
• Doing what is expected (such as work).
Certain normal behaviour is expected from a civilized human
being.
Once children have learned the skills required for responsible
living, these should be expected without reward. To the
contrary, it should cost them if they do NOT do them!
Be careful of giving children the attitude that they only have to
perform when someone pays them for it. They need to learn that
they will have to pay if they don’t perform.
This avoids the attitude of “entitlement”, the feeling that many
people have today that they are entitled to something for
nothing.
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It is better for them to learn that everyone in the family is
required to do one’s part. If you do more that your part, we can
talk about some extra reward, but we expect the minimum from
everybody.

The Law of Sowing and Reaping forces us to meet the demands of
life, or we experience pain.
Consequences give us the pain that motivates us to change.
In the mind of a child, reality is the enemy. Consequences teach
children that reality can indeed be their friend.
Teach your children to make friends with reality early in life. It
is cheaper and safer.
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2. LAW OF RESPONSIBILITY
We are to protect, develop and mature our character.
Kids need to take responsibility for:
2.1

Emotions

2.2

Attitudes

Attitudes are the basis for many of the
major decisions we will make in a lifetime,
involving money, marriage, career and spirituality.
Children need to cultivate an attitude about:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Self (strengths and weaknesses, likes and dislikes).
Family role.
Friends.
God (Who He is and how to relate to Him).
School (interests and duties).
Work.
Moral issues (sex, drugs, gangs, etc.).

To own their attitudes, children need help in two ways:
1.
2.

They need to see that attitudes are something they work
out and decide for themselves.
Others’ attitudes may not be the same as theirs.
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We need to help them see the consequences of their attitudes,
how they need to take responsibility for them, e.g. “My family
exists to meet my needs”, rather than “I’m on a team in which
everybody’s needs are as important as mine”. Show them how
their attitudes hurt themselves and others.
Teach them the value of being in a community and how their
needs can be met there.
Teach your children that whenever they have a problem, first to
examine what they may have done to contribute to the problem
(Speck and Log Principle).
Attitude has everything in the world to do with this issue.

SITUATION

SPECK

A friend at school is She’s so hateful.
mean to me.
I got a bad report
The teacher can’t
card.
teach.

2.3

LOG
How might I have
hurt her?
How were my study
habits?

Behaviour

Children need to learn that how they act is their responsibility.
By nature, children are impulsive.
There is a direct relation between their feelings and behaviour.
If this continues into adulthood, they can become addicts or
suffer character disorders.
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Parents need to build intervening agents into their children by
validation, instruction and experience.
Validation

Let them know their feelings are real and
authentic, whether or not they are realistic.

Instruction

Tell them that acting on their anger or desire
isn’t appropriate. Give them ways to deal with
their feelings, such as talking or substituting
(more privileges when respectful).

Experience

Give them consequences for the behaviour if it’s
still inappropriate and praise them when they
take more ownership of their behaviour.

Children must learn they don’t have to act out feelings. They can
express, reflect, symbolize or delay gratification.
2.4

“It’s hard” vs “I can’t”

Being unable differs from being uncomfortable. Kids see the two
as one.
Therefore, what they don’t enjoy, they think they can’t do. So,
who will do it? The boundaryless parent!
Or, the child will give up difficult things because they are too
hard, charm someone else into doing it for him, or find shortcuts,
like cheating in exams.
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2.5

What are we responsible “for” and “to”?

GAL 6: 2, 5 2 Carry each other’s burdens.
burdens 5 Each

one should carry his own load.
load
Load

“Knapsacks” – the normal
responsibilities of working, going to
school and fulfilling duties to our
friends, families and churches.

Burdens

Boulders – financial, medical or
emotion crises.
Kids often see their knapsacks as
boulders and want us to solve their
problems for them.
There certainly are things and
problems with which children
DO need help.
All of us need support, love, advice and wisdom of others to
navigate through life. Your child needs to know it’s okay to ask
for help when in a crisis, feeling overwhelmed or has some
problem he can’t solve alone.
2.6

Loving vs Rescuing

The child must learn that he is responsible FOR himself and also
TO others. He is to care about his family and friends and go out
of his way to help them.
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But responsibility dictates that he refrain from protecting
them from the consequences of their actions. This does not
come naturally to children. Especially in friendships, children
often equate caring with protecting, e.g. a child may demand that
his friend stand up for him even when he’s wrong.
They must learn to withstand the intense social pressure not to
tell about a friend who is into drugs or who cheats in exams; that
it’s not the only way to keep a friend.
2.7

Lonely Parents

It is easy to slip into allowing a child to rescue and become
confused about responsibility, e.g. a lonely parent will often make
a child into a confidant, thinking “It’s great that my child and I
are best friends. I can tell him/her all my problems, etc.”.
In reality the child learns to parent the parent and risks
approaching all relationships like this. This leads to co-dependant
relationships.
Our children are there for God and themselves.
Do not look to your children to meet your needs. Do not burden
your children with your hurts. Your child has enough work to do
in growing up.
Teach him/her the balance between helping him not to rescue but
how to attend to the genuine needs of his family and friends.
Learning to love begins with first receiving empathy, then
understanding our duty to respect and care for others.
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3. THE LAW OF POWER
At some time or another, most
children think they are grown-up,
strong and without limitations. They
become over-confident and cocky in
their omnipotence. Then, if parents
don’t get in God’s way, kids run into reality that they don’t have as
much power as they thought. They adapt to reality, which is the
definition of mental health, rather than demanding that reality
adapt to them, which is the definition of mental illness.
To develop appropriate boundaries, children need to have power
or the ability to control something.
Children’s survival and growth in the world depends on an
appropriate, reality-based appraisal of the following:
• What they do and don’t have the power over.
• The extent of their power over the things they do control.
• How they adapt to the things they can’t control.
Learning the proper use of power helps children develop their
boundaries.

A child is forever attempting to have power over things that
aren’t his. But he can’t set boundaries around that which isn’t his
property.
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A child who never comes to terms with the limits of his power can
become a controlling spouse.

In trying to control the uncontrollable, he negates his ability to
exercise power over what he does have. God gives us power to do
not what we want, but what is good and right.
Learning to accept powerlessness has profound spiritual
implications for your child.
We are ultimately powerless to change our fallen state – we are
driven to receive God’s solution based on His Son’s payment of a
debt we can’t pay.
Children growing up holding onto their omnipotence and never
coming to terms with their absolute failure, may have difficulty
seeing the need for a saviour.

Children don’t like to be reminded that they need anyone but
themselves. They want to make their own decisions, solve their
own problems and never have to ask you for help or support. They
want independence so badly that they will often get into serious
trouble before letting their parents know what’s going on.
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TWO KINDS OF DEPENDENCY
1. Functional dependency relates to the child’s resistance to
do tasks and jobs in life that are his responsibility. In
other words, he wants others to take care of things he
should.
2. Rational dependency is our need for connectedness to God
and others – it is our life-maintaining fuel. We can unburden
our souls to each other and be vulnerable and needy. Teach
the child that mature, healthy people need other people;
they don’t isolate themselves.
Do not confuse the two types of dependency, e.g. if the child asks
for comfort and understanding, don’t think or say he’s being a
baby. Needing love is not immature.
Let the child choose to ask for help. Encourage him to express
his wants, needs and opinions to those with whom he feels close.

Children think they have the power to do everything they set
their minds to. No activity level is too much. A child does not
recognize time constraints or “counting the cost”.
Kids can easily expect too much of themselves, thinking they have
power over their energy, time and activity planning. They can
develop boundary problems by over-committing themselves and
then having a shallow experience of too many things.
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A child thinks he’s powerful enough to avoid the results of his
actions. Kids will manipulate, lie, rationalize and distort to avoid
punishment.
Children need to learn to prevent bad consequences by taking
control of their actions. When they think they can avoid getting
caught, they no longer focus on self-restraint; they then focus
on getting away with it. The result is not character maturity, but
character pathology.
Make honesty the norm in your home’s daily culture, and set
strong limits on dishonesty. Whatever the consequences for
disobedience, set a worse one for deception. Whatever the
reward for obedience, make a better one for honesty. The child
needs to experience the reality that living in the darkness of
deception will be much more painful that living in the light of
exposure.

Children think they have the power to avoid making mistakes or
failing.
Your child needs to learn to grieve his lost perfection, accept his
failures, learn from them and grow. Growing up leaves no other
option. You either deny your mistakes and repeat your life again
and again, or you admit them and work through them.
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The goal for your child is to give up
the idea that he can control others,
and to concentrate on controlling
himself. Children hold on to the idea
that they can make others do what
they want. They need love,
encouragement to take responsibility,
and limits on their omnipotence.

“You have to like me” – this is how kids think – that they have
power over their family and friends.
Your child needs to learn that he can influence others toward
whatever he thinks is important. Control and influence are very
different. Control denies the other’s freedom; influence
respects this freedom.

You have to earn the right to be heard, by your behaviour.

If your child directs his rage or selfishness at you, it
can be hurtful. Your child has the power to make you
feel bad, because you are closely connected. Don’t,
however, give in to the temptation to use that fact as
a way to manipulate the child into taking care of your
feelings: If you yell, you make Mommy sad, and I

need you to be happy.
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RESULTS
• Putting the child in the parent’s role.
• Creating unnecessary guilt in the child.
• Influencing the child to have contempt for the parent’s
weakened state.
• Making the issue the parent’s feelings rather than the
child’s consequences.
At the same time the child needs to understand that he does
hurt you. This builds a sense of empathic responsibility in your
child. This orients the child towards taking ownership of the
power he has to affect others.

Help the child accept the limits of his power by accepting yours.
Admit your failures, weaknesses and limitations. But, own what
power you do have.
Don’t make empty threats. Follow up on promised consequences.
That’s where your true power resides. You can’t make a child
behave, but you can structure choices and consequences that help
the child choose rightly.

The choices you make should not be dictated by your child’s
responses. Many parents vacillate their decisions when their kids
freak out.
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They don’t base their actions on own values, but on conflict
management. This leads children to conclude that they have a
great deal of power over their parents. And they are right.
Do not react to your child’s ploys to have power over you (“littlegirl and wonder-daddy” routines!). The key is not to need
anything from your child such as appreciation, support, respect or
understanding. You should require certain standards of
behaviour, not because you need them, but because your child
does.

Your child needs the power that comes from a realistic sense of
self-control, and he needs to give up the desire to have absolute
power over himself and his relationships.
A reality-based understanding of the true power will provide
children with a foundation for respecting, setting and keeping
boundaries.
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4. THE LAW OF RESPECT
A child comes into the world thinking others exist for him only,
possessing no life of their own.

Children must learn several things:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

To not be hurtful to others.
To respect the ‘No’ of others without
pushing them.
To respect limits in general.
To relish others’ separateness.
To feel sad instead of mad when others’
boundaries prevent them from getting
what they want.

Don’t hurt others; Don’t trespass; Don’t punish their
‘No’.
As a parent, do not allow yourself to be treated with disregard.
Your boundaries as a parent are the ones your children will
internalize.
As far as possible, make sure you stay in control of yourself, as
this is what boundaries are all about:
• Do not subject yourself to abuse.
• Teach your child that his behaviour can hurt other people.
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• If the behaviour is not self-correcting, it has to cost the
child something.
In general, where possible, don’t get involved in children’s
disputes with one another or with other adults. They need to
learn how to work out these disagreements on their own. This
avoids the child playing off one parent against the other, etc.
Let the reality of the child’s world teach him. Empathize with
him and support the learning process. Doing this can be difficult
for parents, because most times parents want to lecture or
shame the child, or rescue him by blaming the school or other
children. The wise parent lets the child’s world teach him the
lessons of life and then empathize with his pain. The child then
learns to respect the outside world’s limits.

HEB 12:11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.
We protest limits as human beings. When you say ‘No’ to
children, they not only lose out on something they want, but they
also find out that they are not in control of the universe.
You problem arises when you get caught up in the protest. You
feel as if you either have to defend the limit or punish the
protest. Neither option is very helpful.

The limit is reality if you keep it. It IS the boundary.
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So children will respect the limit because it’s real and it’s not
going away.
After protesting, reality is still reality, and their protest will give
in to sadness and adjustment. THE LIMIT AND LOVE.
But, if you argue with or condemn the child, reality is no longer
the problem – YOU ARE.
The child rejects the reality internally and hates you, since you
are now the adversary.
Parents get into trouble when they don’t empathize with their
child’s pain. They either over-identify with the pain of the
child and give in, or they get angry at the child’s pain and go
to war.
Empathy and keeping the limits is the answer to both
extremes.

Sadness is the sign that protest has given way to
reality and that the child has begun to give up
the battle.
We must all learn this process: Accept the
loss of what we want and cannot have, and
move on. Do not get stuck protesting a
situation in life that you cannot change.
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Our freedom and separateness from one another is one of the
most important aspects of relationship. We must respect one
another’s separateness.
When needs are met, children have to learn also that at times
they are going to be separate from their loved ones and that this
is a normal part of life. If empathized with and made to deal
with this reality, they will learn that separateness is okay.

Teach them to respect yours, you have to respects theirs. Give
them age-appropriate freedom, and do not require them to
be at your side at all times.

• THEIR SPACE
A child’s room is a good example of
separateness.

• THEIR TIME
Younger children need a lot of
structure with their time. Playtime
ends and bedtime begins.
If you spend years nagging your children about getting
ready for things, they will never learn time boundaries.
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Time limits are only real if you let them be real for the
child.
DO NOT NAG! DO NOT REMIND
TOO OFTEN!
YOU ARE NOT A CLOCK!
Make sure they know how to tell time, tell them
what time things happen, and let them get ready on time. If
they don’t, they have a problem. Let them pay the
consequences. Time limits are VERY real!

• THEIR MONEY
Children need to have money they can spend for their own
things, and when they money is gone, it’s gone. No more.
Money is limited!

• THEIR CLOTHING AND
APPEARANCE
Clothes and hairstyles should be a
child’s choice, unless these choices
put the child in danger (gangs,
promiscuity). Generally, real-world
consequences will coach them.
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Parents who do not have a life apart from their kids, teach the
kids that the universe revolves around them. Later on, in
adulthood, the person becomes very controlling.

1.

When you hurt your children, do you own the behaviour
and apologize?

2.

When your loved ones say no to something you want, do
you punish them by anger, manipulation or withdrawal of
love?

3.

How do you deal with limits in general?

4.

Are your loved ones allowed to have a life apart from
you?

5.

Do you give your loved ones choices about managing their
own lives?

The ones who are shown respect are the ones who have the
greatest chance of learning respect.

THE RESULT
Love you neighbour as you love yourself – treat them as you would
want to be treated.
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5. THE LAW OF MOTIVATION
Motives drive our behaviours. They are the internal “because”
behind the external actions we perform.
MARK 7: 20-23 Out of the heart proceeds all sorts of wicked deeds.
Motives develop in stages in a child’s character. Immature
motives, such as fear of pain and consequences, help young
children. But, parenting involves more than helping a
child develop ownership over their behaviour. You
want your child to do the right things for the
right reasons, not simply to avoid punishment,
e.g. the kids stay in line as long as the parents
are watching!!

People can only internalize rules and laws within a grace
atmosphere, otherwise they experience rules as something they
hate, something that condemns them, or both.
ROM 4:15 The law brings wrath.
Setting boundaries isn’t an alternative to loving your child. It is a
means of loving them. Be connected to them, reassure them of
how much you care. Be with them in their joys and sorrows, even
in their anger and disappointment in you.
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This enables them to grow. Detachment and conditional love are
the enemies of this foundation (love from a distance).
Conditional love isn’t constant. I only connect with you if you’re
good. The child then never feels secure about being loved. He
has great difficulty learning basic trust. No learning can occur if
love is conditional. So, LOVE FIRST, SET LIMITS SECOND.
5.1

Fear of Consequences

As you set limits and consequences with your
child, he will almost certainly test, protest
and express hatred. They will avoid
reality as long as possible.
However, stick to your boundaries, be
fair but consistent, and empathize
with your child’s emotional reactions.
The child must be trained to develop a
healthy fear of consequences.

I need to think about what I am about to
do. What might it cost me? This
replaces the old thought: I am free to do
what I want, when I want.
“Warning lights” are built into your child’s head. It takes trial
and error and lots of effort to find which losses and
consequences matter to the child, and it takes lots of stamina to
hold the line!
REMEMBER: Fear of consequences should not be a fear of losing
love. The child’s only concern should be the loss of freedom and

36

the possibility of pain. The focus of learning consequences needs
to be on the child understanding that his problem is himself, not
an enraged parent.
Attitudes and character traits that need to be built in:
• He begins looking at himself rather than blaming others.
• He develops a sense of control and mastery (he can do
something to determine the amount of pain he suffers).
• He is never without love during this learning process.
• He realizes someone bigger and stronger than he – parents,
friends, teachers, bosses, the police, the army, or God
Himself – will always limit him if he refuses to limit himself.
5.2

An immature Conscience

As you lovingly and consistently set and keep limits with your
child, he begins to form an internal parent who does your job for
you. The first form this “parent” or early conscience takes, is
that of your own words and attitudes, still experienced by the
child as someone else, not “me”.
Sometimes parents can be too strict, authoritarian or even
abusive. This can create a very harsh and immature conscience in
a child. Sometimes these children will become either depressed
or guilty; other times they will react against the cruel parent
within by acting out the harshness – being mean or sadistic with
others. In such a case, the very structure God created to help
motivate us, now drives us from Him, from love, responsibility and
each other.
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5.3

Values and Ethics

As the child works with the internal parent voices for a while, he
begins to take all those experiences and puts them in a more
conceptual form: This is a wrong thing to do.
He is beginning to internalize your boundaries more as his own
than as an imitation of what you think. We call this the beginning
of values and ethics. This important step is the foundation for
much of your child’s belief system and attitudes about
relationships, morality and work. Is this a bad word? Is it okay
to watch this on TV? - He’s wrestling with both understanding
your ethics and trying to work out his own.
Avoid the mistake of giving your child guilt and shame messages:
I thought you were a Christian and you still did that! Kids in this
stage easily fall into being “good people” to avoid guilt feelings or
shame about themselves.
Reality principles say: That goes against what you and we believe.
5.4

Mature Love, mature Guilt

The next stage of growth beyond the ethical questions of right
or wrong, is the highest motive: LOVE.
As the child connects to others more and more, he begins to
think about these abstract issues from a framework of
attachment. Concern for his relationships becomes his most
profound motive in life.
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Empathy is the highest form of love; the ability to sense the
plight of our condition is what moved God to create, sustain and
redeem us.
Children need to move beyond “This is right/wrong” to “This hurts
others/God”.
Avoid either over-criticism or withdrawing love. Being highly
critical or pulling away when your child has breached a boundary
will often cause him to become compliant rather than loving.
Compliant kids are fear-based, not love-based. They aren’t free
to choose who and how to love, as they are so driven by avoiding
the loss of love or the pain of criticism. Help your child to be
able to choose freely and love freely.

Your child need to be concerned about:
• The pain and consequences of irresponsibility.
• The rights and wrongs of his behaviour.
• What pain his actions may cause for his friends and God.
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6. THE LAW OF EVALUATION
Growth involves pain BUT not all pain produces
growth.
When your children cry about homework,
chores or a missed opportunity because they
did not do their part, what are you going to do?
RULE 1: Don’t let your child’s pain control
your actions.
Purposeful parents stay in control of themselves. If your child is
controlling your decisions by protesting your boundaries, you are
no longer parenting with purpose. If that is the case, the
following applies:
• Your values are being set by the emotional reactions of your
children. Your value system’s highest guiding principle is
whether or not your child is upset.
• You don’t value one of the most important aspects of child
rearing: Frustration is a key ingredient to growth. The
child who is never frustrated never develops frustration
tolerance.
• You are teaching your child that he is entitled to always be
happy and that all he has to do to get others to do what he
wants, is to cry about it.
NB: The child’s protest doesn’t define reality, or right from

wrong.
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Just because your child is in pain doesn’t mean something bad is
happening. Something good may be occurring, such as his coming
to grips with reality for the first time. This encounter with
reality is never a happy experience.
TIP: Hold on to the limit and empathize with the pain!
Frustration and painful moments of discipline help a child to learn
to delay gratification, one of the most important character traits
a person can have.
If you rescue your children from their anger at your boundary,
you can plan on more anger at later limits.
RULE 2: Keep your pain separate from your child’s.
Do not over-identify with your child’s pain, e.g. being sad when
your child is sad.
RULE 3: Help your child see that life is not about avoiding
pain, but about making good pain an ally.
Life is not about avoiding suffering. Life is about learning to
suffer well.
The child who is taught to avoid pain altogether will encounter
much more pain in life than necessary. It is painful to have
broken relationships because you do not know how to respect
others. It is painful to never meet goals because you are not
disciplined. It is painful to have financial difficulties because you
can’t control your spending.
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All these problems come from the tendency to avoid pain of the
momentary struggle, the pain of self-discipline and delaying
gratification.
Parents who step in and rescue their children from suffering will
be replaced later in life with other co-dependent people, drugs,
alcohol, eating disorders, shopping or other addictions.
Teach your children that pain can be good. Model facing
problems. Model being sad, but continuing onward. I know, my

child, living is hard. But I believe you can do it.
EXAMPLES
SITUATION
Marital struggle

PAIN AVOIDER
• Have an affair
• Blame

Job difficulty

• Go home to
mother
• Withdraw
• Quit
• Blame
management
• Turn to alcohol or
drugs
• Change careers
for no good
reason (pattern of
false starts
developing)

PAIN EMBRACER
• Learn how to love
better
• Grieve
expectation and
forgive
• Compromise

• Receive input and
criticism
• Change behaviour
• Learn new skills
• Respond to
authority
• Solve problems
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RULE 4: Make sure the pain is the pain of maturing, not the
pain of need or injury.
Children’s behaviour often sends a message and parents need to
evaluate the pain to find out if it is the pain of frustration or the
pain of need or injury. This evaluation is especially important in
infancy.
Frustration that leads to maturity should be much more in place
in the second year of life when discipline and boundaries become
more important.
These are some valid reasons for a child’s misbehaviour:
• Hurt feelings from parents and others.
• Anger over feelings of powerlessness in a relationship and
not having enough control over oneself.
• Trauma, such as loss of a parent or abuse the child may have
suffered somewhere.
• Medical and physical reasons.
• Psychiatric problems, e.g. attention deficit disorder,
depression, etc.
• A recent change in the structure of the family, schedule or
lifestyle.
Children don’t respond well to boundaries if they are exasperated
or embittered by their fathers or mothers (Col 3:21; Eph 6:4).
Parents’ checklist:
• Are you exercising too much control over your children’s
lives so that they have no power over or choice in their
lives?
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• Are you disciplining with anger and guilt instead of empathy
and consequences?
• Are you not meeting their needs for love, attention and
time?
• Are you not affirming their successes, but only commenting
on their failures?
• Are you being too perfectionistic about their performance
instead of being pleased with their effort and with the
general direction in which they are going?

Evaluate your children’s pain. If they are in need or injured, run
to their rescue. But if they are protesting reality’s demands for
maturing to the next level, empathize with that struggle, manage
it well, but let them go through it to the end. Later, they will
thank you.
When children learn to value the pain of life instead of avoiding
it, they are ready to solve their problems.
JAMES 1: 2-4 Consider it wholly joyful, my brethren, whenever you are

enveloped in or encounter trials of any sort or fall into various temptations.
Be assured and understand that the trial and proving of your faith bring out
endurance and steadfastness and patience. But let endurance and
steadfastness and patience have full play and do a thorough work, so that
you may be people perfectly and fully developed with no defects, lacking in
nothing.

44

7. THE LAW OF PRO-ACTIVITY
Children need to learn the difference between immature and
mature boundaries. As a parent, you need to help them develop
the ability to set appropriate boundaries, yet without exploding
or being impulsive. Children react to stress rather than act upon
it.
The following reactive behaviours may be adopted by your child:
•
•
•
•

Tantrums.
Opposing you.
Whining / Complaining for hours.
Impulsive: Runs away, says hurtful things,
etc.
• Fighting and violence: Hurls objects,
torments others, etc.
7.1

Children’s responses are reactions, not actions. Their
behaviour is determined by some external influence, not by
their values or thoughts. They don’t take initiative to solve
problems or get their needs met or help meet the needs of
others. They depend on some other motivating force around
them.

7.2

Children’s reactions are oppositional – they are opposing
something.
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7.3

The child’s reactive boundaries are not value driven. A
landmark of spiritual and emotional maturity is the ability to
base one’s decisions on one’s values. Children act
spontaneously and unwisely. Parents need to teach them
self-control.

Protesting the bad is a fundamental boundary
for children. They need the ability to “refuse
evil and choose good”. Children need to
protest when they are in danger, or if their
needs are not being met.
However, not all the things children protest are bad. Life brings
many problems and obstacles that aren’t evil or dangerous. The
child may need to talk to someone, fight back, negotiate, submit,
be patient or grieve. The child needs to learn this kind of
problem solving to become a mature adult. Protest identifies the
problem, but it doesn’t solve it.
Reactive boundaries signal something that needs to be dealt with.
They are often emotionally driven and impulsive and don’t involve
a great deal of reflection.
Pro-active boundaries fix something that is broken. They are
value-based, reflective and solution focused.
Children who do not have the ability to protest, often struggle
later in life – being dominated or manipulated by more aggressive
bosses, spouses and friends. Unable to say ‘No’ to the bad, they
are taken advantage of.
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The sequence of abilities and skills leading to mature, loving
boundaries and actions:
• The child is born into fear and helplessness. It has little
ability to care for and protect itself.
• The child becomes compliant out of fear for the effects of
resisting and then allows unwanted things, frustration and
even abuse.
• If the child is loved enough to feel
safe with his own feelings, he
begins to safely experience rage
at what he doesn’t like or want.
• The child sets reactive boundaries
and protests with tears, tantrums
or acting out.
• These boundaries allow the child to define himself and
identify the problems that need solving. He becomes free
to say ‘No’ as well as ‘Yes’.
• With the support and structure of parents, the child
develops pro-active boundaries that are based on higher and
higher levels of motivation – loving God and others. The
child has no need to have tantrums, as he does not feel
helpless and controlled. He is in control of himself.
Children who never move beyond reactive boundaries develop a
victim identity. As adults they feel controlled and put upon by
external forces, such as spouses, bosses, the government, God,
etc. They don’t see themselves as having any choices, so they
remain helpless.
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Children who remain in the reactive phase have difficulty making
and keeping friends, getting along with authorities, attaining goals
and finding talents, interests and passions. They are so invested
in the “against”, that they are not able to develop the “for”.
Encourage your child to think for himself, to
disagree and to talk about his feelings, all while
accepting your authority. Reactivity helps your
child seek and find his boundaries.

Pro-active boundaries go beyond problem identification to
problem solving. Your child needs to know that in protesting, he
has only identified the problem, not solved it. A tantrum doesn’t
solve anything.
As a parent, we need to help the child use the reactive
boundaries, empathize with anger and frustration, but let the
child know the only way to end the problem is for him to solve it
himself. Encourage your child to take responsibility to do the
right thing. Help your child develop the “for” aspects of proactive boundaries. Use reactive boundary issues as learning
ground.
Pro-active boundaries mean others can’t control the child.
Children who have reactive boundaries and who live in protest are
still dependent on other people. Their feelings and actions are
motivated by what others do or don’t do to them.
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Often the “sensitive child” struggles with this part of boundary
growth. He is easily hurt by the unkindness of others toward
him, real or perceived. This sensitive child is often highly
dependent on others’ reactions instead of his own values. He has
an infantile wish for total closeness to all, with no separateness
or conflict. This child will need to be helped to use pro-active
boundaries to gain more internal control and free him from his
misery.
Pro-active boundaries are not about revenge and fairness, but
about responsibility. They are concerned with higher motives:
Responsibility, righteousness and love for others. Also, you
decide when friends influence you badly and you don’t need them.
Reactive boundaries operate under the law “an eye for an eye” –
motivated by justice and revenge. They demand retribution – you
fight the friend who constantly bugs you. It’s not fair!, keeps
the child in a reactive phase. It encourages him to feel like a
victim and to somehow expect fairness in the world.
Help the child to focus on getting his needs met, not judging the
world for not being fair to him.

• Pausing instead of reacting.
• Observation – teach the child to become a student of
himself.
• Perspective – others’ feelings are also important.
• Problem solving – help the child see other alternatives to
solving his problem or getting his need met.
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• Reality – help your child compromise and negotiate results
that aren’t black and white.
• Initiative – help the child to be a solver, to become proactive.
• Other people – When you feel you’ve done your best and you
don’t know any further, ask someone you trust for advice.
Don’t be a “lone ranger”.
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8. THE LAW OF ENVY
Envy is the basest human emotion – “But she
has one!” or “I’m tired of this toy. I want that
one!” or “That’s not fair. He gets to!”

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Long for more and more material possessions.
Tire of their spouse and want one more exciting.
Are unable to feel content and enjoy the things they have.
Need to keep up with the Joneses.
Over-value position, power, status and money.
Are continually dissatisfied with their job or career.
Are critical toward people who have power, status, talents
or things.
• Envy people who are in a higher class than they are.
• Continually feel entitled to special treatment and have the
world see them as “special”.
• Feel they are above criticism or being questioned.
The saddest aspect of envy is the emptiness envious people
continually feel. Nothing is good enough, nothing fulfills them.
Contentment is forever missing in their lives.
Envy is the perpetual “wanting more”.
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Entitlement is when someone feels as if people owe him things or
special treatment simply because he exists. When these people
do not get what they want, they feel that the one who is not
giving it to them, is “wrong”. They are always demanding
something from someone.
Children first feel entitled to be in control. Next they feel they
are entitled not to suffer, to work or to adapt to rules and
boundaries. Later they feel entitled to what others have. “Why
can’t I have one? She has one of those.”
The opposite of envy and entitlement is
gratitude. Gratitude comes from
the feeling of freely receiving
things, not because we deserve
them, but because someone has
graced us with them. We feel that “we are
so fortunate to have what we have”. The
grateful person is happy and filled with joy;
the envious person is miserable and filled with
resentment.
Parents need to help children work
through their feelings of entitlement and envy and move to a
position of gratitude.
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Small children are confused about the nature of their
relationships. In their minds, there is the good mommy or daddy,
and the bad one. The good one gratifies them and the bad one
frustrates their wishes. This split is universal.
Not only do they see two mommies or daddies, but they also
experience two selves: The entitled self and the deprived self.
As they experience both having their needs met and being
frustrated with limits, they slowly merge the two images of
themselves and others. They then realize a few extremely
important things:
• My needs are consistently responded to.
• Not all my needs and wants are gratified.
• The same person is both giving to me at some times and
deprives me at other times – The one I love is the one I
hate.
• I am fortunate at times, and at other times I have to deal
with being frustrated.
Children endure enough frustration to become grateful for what
they receive as they find out they are not entitled to everything
they want.
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Giving is the gratification of needs and wants. The
most important is the one for love, connection and
care.
[Much of the envy adults feel, is a very deep
longing for needs to be gratified, to be cared
about at a deep level.]

Children need to experience gratification in all
the areas of growing up. As they get older and
older, they have an increasing responsibility in
securing and using these gifts of money, opportunity and talents.
But they need to know that the world is a place where they can
receive things and fulfill their talents and dreams. At the same
time, they are learning that they must be responsible and wise.
Give to them. Meet their needs for love and affection; give
them opportunities to grow and the equipment they need to carry
out their life tasks.

Limiting is making sure children do not get
too much or do not get inappropriate things.

Limiting is making sure that their wish to be
in control of everything is not gratified.

Limiting is disciplining and managing their
choices and consequences.

LIMIT
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Throughout the developmental spectrum, limiting your children is
important in overcoming envy and entitlement. If you balance
good limits with gratification, they will find out they do not own
the world.

• Limits begin in infancy when, having had all their needs met,
infants experience separateness at times.
• Limits begin to kick in formally in toddlerhood as
children learn they are not the boss, and limits
continue through the teen years.
• Limits teach children that they are not
entitled to whatever they want, even
though their wants may be good.
They have to work to achieve what
they want; desire is not enough.
• Limits teach children that life is not
fair, if they define fair as equal. They will never have the
same as everyone else. Some will have more, some will have
less than they will.
• Limits help children learn that their feelings are not
ultimate reality.
• Limits are important in bringing out children’s protest so
parents can empathize with their children and contain their
feelings while keeping the limit.
• Limits and discipline show children their badness, so they do
not think they are innocent victims of the universe.
• Limits instill confidence because children find they can
survive the deprivation of some of their wants and learn to
meet some of their own needs.
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• Limits give them a structure for how to treat others.
Children who have experienced loving limits, can set them.
• Limits help them experience grieving for what they cannot
control, so they can let it go and resolve it.
Do not rob your children of limits. Otherwise, they will have the
lifelong burden of thinking they are God. That is a role at which
they are sure to fail.

Containing is helping a child to work through feelings about a limit
and to internalize that limit as character. Containing adds love,
understanding and structure to limits in order for the child to
internalize them.

“Thank you” needs to be taught early. Expressing gratitude is a
very important aspect of development.

When your child looks at the world outside himself and sees the
things he wants, this can be a good thing. His desire drives him
to work. His lack of abilities, possessions or his skills, motivate
him to goal-oriented activity. Thus he learns the difference
between envy and desire.
Desire moves a person to work; envy just burns within.
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As a parent, you can help your child to plan to reach the goal and
encourage him. They key shift that must take place in the child
is that his wants and desires are his problems. He can ask for
help; pray; learn; work; or whatever he needs to do. But his
lack and the solution are his problem before God. No one should
solve things for him.
Help your child to become a humble, grateful person.
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9. THE LAW OF ACTIVITY
The Bible teaches us about our growth as human beings: First we
are self-centred and passive about taking responsibility. We
need the law (limits and consequences) to get our attention; law
is for the lawless. Then, we realize that we aren’t God and that
passivity will bring us pain; we get busy working on life, and God
gives us grace to help and support us.

One of the greatest gifts you can give your child is
to help build in him a tendency toward activity. To
be active is to take initiative, to make the first
move. A child needs to understand that the solution
to his problems and the answer to his needs always
begin not with someone else, but with himself.
Life requires activity in order for us to survive and
succeed, e.g. first cry at birth is something that
no one else can do for him.

Do not confuse dependency with passivity. We are designed
to be actively dependent on God and others all our lives.
Do not confuse activity with self-sufficiency. Active people
don’t attempt to do everything on their own. Do all you can
do, and then aggressively seek that which isn’t in you to
complete you.
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PHIL 2: 12, 13 Work out your own salvation…for it is God who is at

work in you.
Children who are active have an ideal chance of learning to
respond to boundaries correctly.
The Bible confirms this Law of Activity over and over again:
•
•
•
•
•

We are to carry our cross daily (Luke 9:23).
We are to be diligent (Prov 12:24).
Seek His Kingdom and righteousness (Matt 6:33).
Knock on God’s door as the widow did (Luke 18: 1-5).
Ask for what you need (James 4:2).

Passivity is a major
obstacle to boundary
development. When
children are passive, they
are no longer learning to be
stewards of themselves. They are
learning to give control to someone else,
someone who will act in their stead.
They often have difficulty making friends and finding interests
and passions, and they can be easily influenced or controlled by
more aggressive friends.
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Some ways in which children exhibit passivity:
• Procrastination – The child responds at the last possible
moment, e.g. late school tasks, etc. Takes enormous time to
do what he doesn’t want to.
• Ignoring – Pretends not to hear you or simply disregards
you.
• Lack of initiative and risk-taking – Avoids new
experiences; stays in familiar activities and patterns.
• Living in a fantasy world – Inward – orientated – lost in his
head – retreats there at the first sign of problems or
discomfort.
• Passive defiance – Looks at you blankly and sullenly and
simply does nothing; resists your requests; shows anger
without words.
• Isolation – Avoids contact with others; stays in room.

1.

Fear
• Closeness
Afraid of being close and vulnerable;
shy; reserved; avoids feeling
exposed in social situations.
Solution: Make school, church, sports,
arts and other social activities a normal and expected
part of family life.
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• Conflict
Afraid of someone’s wrath or of physical harm.
Solution: Normalize conflict and pain. “Conflict is okay
and you’ll survive it.”
• Failure
Afraid to make a mistake; lose the opportunity to learn
from their failures.
Solution: Normalize failure and let them know they don’t
risk loss of love from you.
2.

Inability to structure Goals

When faced with conflicts, children often sink into passive
stances. They have problems thinking through what steps to take
to get what they want. Their tolerance for frustration is
generally low.
Don’t rescue your child from learning structure by allowing
him/her to avoid it. Require your child to learn skills and tasks at
home. Tell him/her you’ll help.
3.

Clairvoyant Expectations

A child may feel he shouldn’t have to ask for what he needs, on
the assumption that you should know before he asks. “Even
though I love you very much, I can’t read your mind. If you don’t
use your words and say what you want, you will not get a response.
That would be sad. But if you take the effort, I will do what I
can to help you.”
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4.

Conflicted Aggression

Some kids are aggressive in some areas and non-responsive in
others, e.g. good grades but relationally passive. These kids have
the necessary active, assertive ingredients, but they have
difficulty assessing them in certain areas.
Maturing into the image of God means that we are to work on all
the important areas of growth and life, not just the ones in which
we are gifted.
So, help your child to strengthen the areas in which he is weak,
e.g. to earn his allowance, stay up late, or watch his favourite
show, the isolated ten year old must invite a certain number of
kids per week over for play activities.
5.

Laziness

The future holds no fear for them –
they know someone else will take care
of any problems that arise. They
lack fear of consequences.
Are you, as parent, requiring too little from them in relation to
their maturity level and resources? Providing your kids with a life
of comfort does them no favour in readying them for the real
world.
Example
Is running the household a team effort or a token effort on your
children’s parts? Is their income tied to performance at home
and school?
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Do not wait for your child to volunteer for all this. Set up the
system and follow through with the consequences.
Remember that kids will be as passive as you train them to be.
6.

Entitlement

Such children wait for others to meet their needs and wants, and
they are seldom grateful for what they get, for in their minds, it
is to be expected, given who they are.
They feel they deserve to be served by virtue of their existence.
God’s solution for entitlement is humility. Your child needs to
know that, while he has legitimate needs, he isn’t
entitled to anything.
7.

Clinical Issues

Sometimes the root cause can be a symptom of an
underlying emotional disorder, e.g. depression, drug
and alcohol problems, etc.

• Become an Active Person, not just a Parent
Model an active life for your child - your interests and
relationships that don’t involve him/her.
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•

Work through any enabling of your child’s passivity
Are you stretching your child’s growth muscle sufficiently? Is
your home a retreat from responsibility or a place of
movement and growth? Love and grace are
free; most everything else must be earned.

• Require initiative and problem solving
Your child’s tendency is to let you do all the work.
It is your fault if you do it.
 “Mom, have you seen my shoes?”
 “Oh, no, I missed my ride to school.”
 “Can I get a loan ‘till Friday to go to a movie?”
 “I’m so mad at you for grounding me.”
 “Sorry, I’m late. What’s for dinner?”
Parent’s response: “It’s your responsibility.”
Helping him take initiative to shoulder his own load
strengthens his character and matures him; and it helps
you to not take on more than God intended for you.
• Teach your child to move toward relationship
Relationship only comes to those who actively ask.
“Sounds like you’re having trouble, but I will wait to help you
until you ask.”
• Make passivity more painful than activity.
• Allow time for the process to develop. Be
patient!! Reward little moves.
Remember how much patience God had to
have with all your steps, and, be gracious:
I THES 5:14 Encourage the timid, help the weak,

be patient with everyone.
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10. THE LAW OF EXPOSURE
One of the most important principles in relationship is direct
communication and full disclosure of whatever is going on in the
relationship.
The Bible says:
PROV. 10:18 He who conceals his hatred has lying lips, and whoever

spreads slander is a fool.
LEV 19:17 Rebuke your neighbour frankly so you will not share in his

guilt.
EPH 4:25 …you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his

neighbour…
PROV 27:5 Better is open rebuke than hidden love.
Direct communication is the best way to go
through life.
The Law of Exposure says that life is better
lived in the light, i.e. things are better out in
the open, even if these things are negative.
Whether the news is bad or not, we need to
know it.
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Where values are violated or someone is injured or behaving
unacceptably, then overlooking, avoiding or triangulating causes
more problems in a relationship.
People also need to actively communicate their needs, wishes,
desires and feelings.
Rule 1: Live the Law of Exposure yourself
The way parents communicate, both with each other and with
their children, is the starting point.
A parent just being “in one of those moods”, not communicating
what they want or what has been done wrong, can change the
entire atmosphere of the house. It is up to the rest of the
household to figure out who had done what.
This behaviour teaches the child some very harmful patterns:
• The child does not know when he is doing well or failing.
• He is not free to love. He is too busy worrying about his
mom’s feelings and having to take care of her moods and
indirect communication.
• He is seeing and modeling patterns of communication that
could ultimately be harmful to his ability to have good
relationships.
Rule 2: Make the boundaries clear.
Rule 3: Cure their fears and make
communication safe.
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In general, two fears keep us from being honest:
Fear of loss of love and fear of reprisal. These two
fears are universal. We fear that if we are honest
with our anger or our hurt, the other person will either
withdraw from us or be angry.
[This dynamic is at the root of a lot of adult
depression and anxiety problems.]
INCIHOW TO
HOW TO CURE THE FEAR
DENT
REINFORCE
THE FEAR
Child is
• Tell him to stop • Empathize with how he feels.
hurt by
his whining, and • Give understanding and comfort.
life.
call him a
• Help him put words to the hurt
crybaby.
and the incident.
• Tell him to stop • Don’t be too quick to correct or
crying or you’ll
explain reality. That can come
give him
after the emotions have passed.
something to
• Require him to work out his
cry about.
problem with his friend. Don’t
• Make fun of
become the buffer between him
him.
and the outside world, giving him
• Compare him
comfort and enabling him to
with his sister
avoid conflict with others.
or a friend.
• Empathize and understand, but
• Call him a sissy.
don’t gratify his wish to use the
hurt as an excuse to not get back
into life or fulfill his
requirements. Expression is
good; withdrawal from life is
not. At some point, the old
admonition to “get back on the
horse” is good advice.
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Child is
angry at
limit.

Child is
upset
with
somethin
g you did
wrong to
her.

• Get angry back.
• Attack his
expression of
anger.
• Make him feel
guilty for
feeling angry.
• Give him the
silent
treatment.
• Act really
devastated by
his feelings.
• Compare him to
good children.
• Act injured by
the accusation.
• Give her some
line about “How
dare you
question me?”
• Blame back.
• Withdraw love.
• Get angry and
overpower her.

• Empathize with the anger.
• Empathize with the frustration
of having a limit and losing his
wish.
• Help him put words to his anger.
• Stay soft and loving, but firm.
• Keep the limit.
• Limit expression that is
attacking or inappropriate (at a
later time when the feeling is
past).

• Empathize with the pain she’s
feeling.
• Listen attentively and be open to
the child’s feedback about your
behaviour.
• Help her to put into words what
she did not like about what you
did.
• If you really were wrong, own it
and apologize.
• Ask her to let you know if you do
it again. [This lets her know her
complaint was taken seriously.]
• If you did nothing wrong, say
that you understand, but you
don’t really see what you did
wrong. But thank her for telling
you.
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Key principles:
• All feelings are acceptable, and expressing feelings is a good
thing.
• Expressing these feelings has certain limits.
• Self-control is the most important element.
• Put words with feelings – children are responsible for their
feelings; putting words to feelings adds structure to them
and makes them smaller than ultimate reality. Feeling sad is
different from feeling as if the world is ending.
• Our relationship is bigger than this conflict, feeling or
experience.
Rule 4: Don’t reinforce non-expression
Generally, withdrawn and defiant children are afraid. “Use your
words” can be helpful with small children who are non-expressive.
Other children communicate with actions, such as tantrums,
yelling, name-calling and running away.
The trick is to disallow this form of expression and encourage
verbal communication. “I want to know what you are feeling, but I
want to hear you tell me instead of show me.”
Rule 5: Don’t get in the middle
Triangulation is putting someone else in the middle
instead of dealing with the person with whom we have a
problem. Don’t let your children put you in the middle.
If the conflict is with friends, siblings, etc., let them
work it out. Talking with them about how to do
conflict resolution is okay, but requiring them to do
it is important.
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Rule 6: Teach them boundary words to use
•
•
•
•
•
•

”No.” Period. Teach them how to say it.
“No. I don’t feel comfortable with that.”
“No. I don’t want to.”
“No. My parents won’t allow that.”
“No, God does not want me to do that.”
“No, I learned that we don’t touch each other’s private
places.”
• “No, I don’t like drugs. They kill people.”

The ultimate boundary is love. Our connection
with each other and with God is the fabric that
holds life together.
The truth we live and communicate gives
this connection and love its structure.
Your child must learn to take his feelings,
fears, thoughts, desires and all of his other
experiences into relationship.
Relationship heals, comforts and structures our experience.
We need to learn that the love we need is bigger than what we
are feeling.

Love God and love your neighbour as yourself.
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It may be a good idea to deal with only one or two boundary
problems in the beginning if you haven’t worked on this matter
before.

State the issue in specific terms, e.g. Your

grades are not acceptable; always late;
always fighting; not following through on
tasks, etc. Or attitude problems, e.g. talking
back; insults; rage attacks; tantrums;
whining. When stating the problem, stay away
from character attacks that the child has to
defend herself against, such as “You’re a loser and a slacker!”.

• You want the grades to not be below a “B” average.
• You want him/her to respond the first time you ask.
• You want zero fights.
Disagreeing is okay, insults not.
Make your expectations measurable.
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Write down what will happen when the child doesn’t meet
the expectations.
The child will lose so many privileges, have so
many restrictions, e.g. lose evening/weekend time
with friends, or TV and computer time, etc.
Set it up that the punishment fits the crime. Set up positive
consequences too – be careful and don’t go overboard!

Make your child a part of this process. The more
you involve the child, the more likely he/she
will take ownership of it and co-operate in
his/her own growth.

Expect disbelief and testing.
Be patient and allow repeated trials.
God has designed your child with a need to learn to take
ownership of his life in submission to Him. Your child may not be
aware of this need – but you are.
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Use these sources of hope as a help, comfort and tool as you walk
in His ways, and train your child to do the same.

MAY GOD RICHLY
SUPPLY YOUR EVERY
NEED ACCORDING TO
HIS RICHES IN GLORY
IN CHRIST JESUS!
PHIL 4:19

