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I N T R O D U C T I O N :

THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY WORSHIP
Family worship is Biblically based. God’s covenants with His people are made with heads of households.

Throughout Scripture, the family is viewed as a basic unit for the worship of God in the home and in the

congregation. God’s plan of salvation is intimately related to the family, especially in the revelation of

God’s relationship to His people through Christ.

Family worship is a historical reality. The family has been an important setting for God’s worship in the his-
tory embraced by the Old and New Testaments. Family worship continued in the early centuries of the

history of Christ’s church and was revived in the Reformation, especially among Puritans and Scottish

Presbyterians. The early settlers of the thirteen colonies brought family worship with them from

Scotland, England, France and other countries of the Reformation. Family worship was the norm

among American Presbyterians until the middle of the 19th century.

Family worship is a current need. After a century without family worship, today’s Christian families grow pro-

gressively weaker and less resistant to worldly pressures. In the past, these pressures seemed to be less

of a threat, since a form of pro-family traditionalism was upheld by the general culture. Today, the

dominant culture and government policies have abandoned that stance and have become, in many ways,
hostile to the Christian family.

This book is based on a study series on family worship given at several churches in 1993 and 1994. The first
series, at the Covenant Presbyterian Church in Easley, South Carolina, included eight sessions. The

number of sessions was expanded to ten at the Providence Presbyterian Church in Spartanburg, South

Carolina during the fall of 1993. The present twelve chapters of this book correspond to the sessions

at the Agape Reformed Church in Greenville, South Carolina, In the summer of 1994, a ten-session

format will be employed at churches in Alabama and Virginia. A version of the series for a weekend

conference is being prepared for churches in New Mexico and Arizona.

Chapters I-VI treat Old Testament and New Testament passages relevant to family worship. This Biblical

material is organized historically to emphasize God’s progressive revelation on the family. Chapters

VII-X cover the family worship in church history in the early centuries, the Reformation, and the Puritan

and Presbyterian experience from the 17th century to the present. Chapters IX and X survey the rise

and decline of family worship in America. The last two chapters of the book, XI and XII, argue for a

revival of the practice of family worship among Christians in the United States. The bibliography

appended to the book is not meant to be comprehensive and only lists works actually cited in this book.

The subject of family worship is, in some ways, very simple. Much of the Biblical material is written in the plainest
possible language, and yet may be difficult to accept. However, a number of questions, especially

dealing with the historical interpretation of why family worship declined, require further research. Yet

God’s word is clear enough for American Christians to know that, if our hearts desire to conform to His

will, we must, once again, reform our worship, in the home and the congregation.

In preparing the book, considerable attention was given to making it suitable both for reading by intelligent
church members and for use as a teacher’s guide for a class. The publications referenced are not placed

in cumbersome footnotes but in side columns. The material cited is provided with ample context to

permit the reader to form an independent judgment. The citations are directly across from the text in

which they are cited, in most cases. The reader, thus, can examine the sources easily without losing his

place in the text. Full bibliographical information on the sources cited is found at the back of the book.
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Scripture citations are from the New King James Version.

This book was read carefully by several faculty members at Greenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary,
including Dr. Morton H. Smith, Dr. C. Gregg Singer, Dr. Sidney Dyer, and Mr. Benjamin Shaw. The

Seminary Librarian, Mr. Billy Stevens, carefully proofread the book and checked the sources. My wife,
Joy, also put in many hours at all stages in the development of this book. Two friends who have greatly

encouraged me in the study of family worship, Mike Smith and J. Robert Brame III, also read and

critiqued the book from the perspective of men who are spiritual leaders in their families. However, as

a Reformed Christian, I know that the errors and shortcomings of this book will become evident and that

they are my responsibility alone. I thank my Lord Jesus Christ for providing me with this work which

is so necessary to my calling as a father and husband and giving me a better understanding of my

relationship to Him as the head of the Church.

The Seminary’s commitment to family worship is reflected in the position that students should be spiritual
leaders in their families. Students are encouraged to make use of the Directory for Family Worship
adopted by the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1647. In 1992, Greenville Presbyterian

Theological Seminary reprinted the Directory and, since then, has published an annotated version with
study helps for today’s readers. I thank God for the encouragement and support I have received while

a student at GPTS. However, the views expressed in Family Worship: Biblical Basis, Historical
Reality, Current Need are not necessarily those ofGreenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary.

Greenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary first printed this book in August, 1 994. Since then, the Seminary

has put over 1 ,400 copies in circulation. This edition is being printed in cooperation with the Covenant

Family Fellowship, a new congregation of the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church in Birmingham,

Alabama. The Covenant Family Fellowship was founded by people who attended a seminar on family

worship which grew out of my work on the book. The Covenant Family Fellowship is committed to

the authority and sufficiency of Scripture in the worship, mission, and government of their congregation.

They also seek to encourage Christians to recover the Biblical principle of spiritual leadership by men

in their families, both at home and in the congregation. May God bless them with a revival of the power

of godliness in their families.
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I. GOD COVENANTS WITH FAMILIES
A. God Covenants with a Family

Theologians, especially those in the Reformed traditions, have noted that God has related to His people

through a series of covenants. In these covenants, God has revealed His promise and the obligations

of those with whom He covenants. It is on the basis of our covenant relationship that God’s people

trust in His “loving-kindness” or hesed, a Hebrew term describing covenant faithfulness.
God has progressively revealed His purpose for His people though the covenants. The way in

which God made the covenants also reveals His purpose and character.

God’s covenants are made with heads of households. The heads of households act as represen-

tatives of their entire household. In the case of the covenants with Adam, Noah and Abraham, one

man represented his household. The same principle would be maintained at Mt. Sinai between the

Hebrews and God. There, the assembled elders of Israel acted on behalf of their tribes, clans and families.

There are other examples of covenants in the Bible which maintain this principle. David and

Jonathan entered into such a covenant in which David was recog-

nized as the king anointed by God. In return, David sought to show

loving-kindness to Jonathan’s descendants. Psalm 89 speaks of a

covenant between God and David promising that the Messiah

would be from his line. It is because Jesus Christ is the head of the

household of faith that a new covenant is established in Him.

In examining the covenants, it is evident that the extent of the

“household” can vary considerably. Any dependent person, and

even other “dependent” parts of creation, can be included in a

household.

1. Adam
Adam’s household included his wife and future children and all of

the animals and the creation placed under their dominion (Gen.
1 :28). Adam was the head of the household. He had been given the

instructions regarding the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.

Although Eve spoke with the serpent and ate the fruit first, Adam

was there “with her” (Gen. 3:6) and did not speak up to correct Eve.

As the head he was held accountable. Thus, we speak ofAdam’s fall,

not Eve’s fall. As head, when Adam fell, so too did all of his

household, and their descendants.

2. Noah
Noah’s household is described by God as including all of the animals

with him in the ark, not only his wife and sons. After the flood, God

covenantally promised Noah and those he represented that He

would never destroy the earth again with a flood. God’s promise

was unilateral, with no condition for Noah to fulfill. The sign of this

covenant was the rainbow (Gen. 9:1 2, 1 4-1 5).

3. Abraham
Abraham’s household included his wives and children under his

headship. So the generational covenant promises were continued

under those who inherited his headship, Isaac and Jacob, but not

Ishmael and Esau. Moreover, servants and their children were part

of Abraham’s household as long as they were under his headship.

God promised Abraham many descendants and the land in which he

had wandered as a nomad, but most importantly YHWH (God’s

covenant name, sometimes pronounced Yahweh) promised that

all the nations would be blessed through his descendants, ultimately

Christ (Gen. 1 2:3). The sign of the covenant was the circumcision of the males,

Psalm 89

26 He shall cry to Me, ‘You are my

Father, My God, and the rock of my

salvation.’

27 Also, I will make him My firstborn,

The highest of kings of the earth.

28 My mercy I will keep for him forever,

And My covenant shall stand firm with

him.

29 His seed also I will make to endure

forever, And his throne as the days of

heaven.

Genesis 1

28 Then God blessed them, and God

said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply;

fill the earth and subdue it; have domin-

ion over the fish of the sea, over the birds

of the air, and over every living thing

that moves on the earth.”

Genesis 9

12 And God said: “This is the sign of the
covenant which I make between Me and

you, and every living creature that is

with you, for perpetual generations. . .

14 It shall be when I bring a cloud over

the earth, that the rainbow shall be seen

in the cloud;

15 and I will remember My covenant

which is between Me and you and every

living creature of all flesh; the waters

shall never again become a flood to

destroy all flesh.”

Genesis 12

3 . . . in you all the families of the earth

shall be blessed.
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which was a household rite (Gen. 1 7:1 0-11 ).

B. The Responsibility of the Head of the Family
At the time of Abraham, we can say that the household of faith was

exactly that, one household. God’s calling of Abram has often

amazed readers of the Bible. It fills us with awe to read of the God

of the universe entering into a special fellowship with one family. On

the occasion of His decision to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah,

YHWH visits Abraham and decides to tell him of His plan (Gen.
18:1 7). YHWH, at this point, reveals to us something extraordi-

nary: His very motivation in establishing His relationship with

Abraham.

1. God’s covenantal promise
God promised Abraham that through him all nations would be

blessed. This promise in Genesis 1 8:1 8, “all the nations of the earth

shall be blessed in him,” points to Abraham’s descendant, Jesus

Christ, and is the basis of the remarks that follow.

2. God’s relationship
In verse 19, God is described as having “known” Abraham. The

Hebrew word “know” entails the idea of intimate familiarity, not

mere knowledge. The New International Version translates this

word as “have chosen,” which reflects the understanding that God’s

foreknowledge ofHis elect means “fore-loving.”

YHWH knew Abraham with a definite purpose in mind.

The phrase “in order that” translates two Hebrew words, each

of which, by themselves, would convey this sense of purpose. In

the Old Testament, these two words are used together in only a

few places. The sense, then, is a strengthened emphasis in God’s

purpose.

3. God’s ministry for Abraham
God’s purpose for Abraham in verse 19, involved an action, “that

he may command,” with a definite extent of the action, “his

children and his household after him,” and an objective of the

action, “that they keep the way of the LORD.” God’s intent that

Abraham would command his household indicates that Abraham

was responsible not merely for providing advice but authorita-

tive instruction.

To “keep” the way of YHWH means to preserve it and maintain

its purity, if we take the word in its Biblical usage for priests

guarding the laws defining what is clean and what is unclean. This

sense of guarding something also entails a nurturing care. The same

word, for example, is used for Adam’s commission to care for the

garden ofEden (Gen. 2:1 5).

The content of the way of YHWH is to do “righteousness and

justice.” “Righteousness” in the Bible describes conformity to

God’s Law. “Justice” is the impartial application of that Law.

Vulnerable groups were a particular focus of the just application of

God’s Law. Widows and orphans, being without a head of the

household to protect them, are mentioned in this connection, as are

aliens, those who might not be members of a household, and families

which were poor and vulnerable to injustice at the hands of judges

bribed by the rich.

Genesis 17

1 When Abram was ninety-nine years

old, the LORD appeared to Abram and

said to him, “I am Almighty God; walk

before Me and be blameless.

2 And I will make My covenant between
Me and you, and will multiply you

exceedingly.”

3 Then Abram fell on his face, and God

talked with him, saying:

4 “As for Me, behold, My covenant is

with you, and you shall be a father of

many nations.

5 No longer shall your name be called

Abram, but your name shall be Abraham;

for I have made you a father of many

nations.

6 And I will make you exceedingly

fruitful; and I will make nations of you,

and kings shall come from you.

7 And I will establish My covenant

between Me and you and your descen-

dants after you in their generations, for

an everlasting covenant, to be God to

you and your descendants after you.

8 Also I give to your descendants after

you the land in which you are a stranger,

all the land of Canaan, as an everlasting

possession; and I will be their God.”

9 And God said to Abraham: “As for

you, you shall keep My covenant, you

and your descendants after you through-

out their generations.

10 This is My covenant which you shall

keep, between Me and you and your

descendants after you: Every male child

among you shall be circumcised;

11 and you shall be circumcised in the flesh
of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the

covenant between Me and you.”

Genesis 18

17 And the LORD said, “Shall I hide

from Abraham what I am doing,

18 since Abraham shall surely become

a great and mighty nation, and all the

nations of the earth shall be blessed in

him?

19 For I have known him, in order that

he may command his children and his

household after him, that they keep the

way of the LORD, to do righteousness

and justice, that the LORD may bring to

Abraham what He has spoken to him.”

Genesis 2

15 Then the LORD God took the man

and put him in the garden of Eden to

tend and keep it.
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4. God’s objective
God’s plan of how Abraham would lead his household was so “that the LORD may bring to Abraham

what he has spoken to him” (Gen. 1 8:1 9). The covenantal promise of many descendants, of the land,

and most astounding, of the very coming of the Messiah are somehow linked to Abraham’s role as

the head of his family.

C. A Family Becomes a People Ruled by Elders
Jacob was in most respects a patriarch like his grandfather Abraham. However, when Jacob and his

twelve sons and their families, totaling 70 people, went down into Egypt, they were carrying out God’s

plan to make them into a mighty nation of twelve tribes. The model of one family worshiping God

was being extended to the whole people of God. Still, the individual families continued to be central

to God’s modeling ofHis relationship to His people.

1. God’s people worshiped as united families
Moses first asked Pharaoh to let the Hebrews go into the wilderness

to worship YHWH. Pharaoh refused. As Pharaoh began to buckle

under the power of God’s plagues, he modified his strategy: the

Hebrew men could go into the wilderness alone to worship, their

women and children would stay behind. In Exodus 10:9, Moses

unequivocally rejected Pharaoh’s concession. The worship of

YHWH’s people was not to be divided by age, gender, or condition

of servitude.

2. The elders represented the people of God
When entire families of the congregation gathered for worship,

elders, who were heads of families, clans, or tribes, acted and made

decisions on their behalf. God emphasized repeatedly to Moses the

necessity to consult with and gain the consent of the elders in matters

relating to the covenant (Exod. 3:1 6-1 8).

3. The fathers taught their children God’s words
Indeed, this very activity is related to having God’s words “in your

heart” (Deut. 6:6), that is, part of your innermost thoughts,

will and motivation. Fathers teaching their children would practi-

cally confirm that God’s words are in their hearts. It can also be said

that this practice is a means of the father’s sanctification, his

internalization of God’s words, through teaching. God’s command

that the heads of families teach their children (Deut. 6:7;

also 11 :1 8-20 and Exod. 1 3:8-9) was not vague: God spoke of

where, when, and how they were to teach.

a. Where?
The head of the family should teach God’s words to his children both

at home and away from home, “. . .when you sit in your house.. . when

you walk by the way” (Deut. 6:7). The answer to the question

“where?” is “everywhere.”

b. When?
The word “diligently” is used elsewhere in the Old Testament to speak of the repeated action in

sharpening a metal tool. To reserve teaching to limited “quality time” cannot fulfill the Biblical

injunction to fathers. The phrase “when you lie down and when you rise up” (Deut. 6:7) has been taken

by Jewish and Christian commentators alike to suggest a twice daily practice, morning and evening.

In this passage, teaching God’s word is clearly in view; however, Jewish practice has been to view it

as the basis of morning and evening prayer. Some in the early Christian church, and later the Puritans,

would view this passage as an argument for family worship in the morning and evening. It is also

possible that the phrase “when you lie down and when you rise up” is comprehensive and means “all

your waking hours.”
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Exodus 10

9 And Moses said, “We will go with our
young and old; with our sons and daugh-

ters, with our flocks and our herds we

will go, for we must hold a feast to the

LORD.”

Exodus 3

16 Go and gather the elders of Israel

together, and say to them, ‘The LORD

God of your fathers, the God of Abraham,

of Isaac, and of Jacob, appeared to me,

saying, “I have surely visited you and

seen what is done to you in Egypt;

17 and I have said I will bring you up

out of the affliction of Egypt . . . to the land

flowing with milk and honey.” ’

18 Then they will heed your voice; and

you shall come, you and the elders of

Israel, to the king ofEgypt. . .

Deuteronomy 6

4 “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God,

the LORD is one!

5 You shall love the LORD your God

with all your heart, with all your soul,

and with all your might.

6 “And these words which I command

you today shall be in your heart.

7 You shall teach them diligently to your

children, and shall talk of them

when you sit in your house, when you

walk by the way, when you lie down, and

when you rise up.



c. How?
The Pharisees had distorted the language about binding God’s

words “on you your hand” and placing them “between your eyes” (Deut.
6:8) into the practice of wearing little boxes with portions of

Scripture enclosed strapped to the back of the hand and on the

forehead. This legalism can be seen today in Orthodox Judaism. However, the reference to binding

the word to one’s hand is better understood as a reference to what a person does. The location of the

word on the forehead is indicative of that part of a person that expresses attitude and emotions, the

face. It could also refer to God’s Word always being kept in our view.

This interpretation fits in well with what follows. Writing God’s

words on our doorposts and gates (Deut. 6:9) would make clear to

everyone who passed by that this is a household based on the Word

of God. Again, the Jewish practice of having a plaque on or near

their door with a few words of Scripture is the type of legalist

literalism that evades the far-reaching thrust of the command. The

verses that follow this passage and the parallel passage in

Deuteronomy 11 actually link the fulfillment of this responsibility of

the heads of households to God’s blessings under the covenant.

The reference to the doorposts and gates of their homes also

would have reminded the Hebrews of the blood that was daubed on

the doorposts in the first Passover (Exod. 12:21 -22). The blood is

spoken of as “a sign for you on the houses where you are” so that

God will pass over the houses of His people (Exod. 12:1 3). While the

language in Deuteronomy refers to the daily responsibility of fathers

to instruct their children in God’s Word, the same language is used

in Exodus 13:8-9 to describe part of the required household worship

during the Passover feast.

D. United Families Worship in the Wilderness
The Passover initiates the regular cycle of annual and weekly

worship given in the law. Clearly, daily instruction in the family was

also mandated. However, it is remarkable to consider how much of

Hebrew worship involved families and took place in the home.

1. The tabernacle
The tabernacle and worship are so often linked that the role of the

home and family in Hebrew worship can be easily ignored by readers

and even writers of popular books on worship. The importance of

the home in worship should be evident indirectly simply from an

examination of the tabernacle, God’s dwelling place among the

camp of Israel and the site of sacrifice. Some writers on Christian

worship have seen the tabernacle as a model of worship. Indeed, the

tabernacle says much about our approach to God; however, the Hebrews carried out worship as a

congregation primarily in their homes.

a. The size of the congregation
The size of the congregation would preclude virtually any single structure, even with modern building

techniques, as the site of worship by the congregation. The tally of the “armies” of Israel in Numbers

2, totals 603,550. That number does not include the women and children and definitely does not include

the Levites (See Num. 1 :1 -3, 1 8-20).

b. The dimensions of the tabernacle and courtyard
The dimensions of the tabernacle and the courtyard provided in Exodus 26 indicate that the entire area

would fit into half of a football field. A fabric partition 150 feet long and 75 feet wide enclosed the

grounds, or courtyard, of the tabernacle. The courtyard contained the altar, the laver of water, and
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Deuteronomy 6

9 You shall write them on the doorposts

of your house and on your gates.

Exodus 12

21 Then Moses called for all the elders of
Israel and said to them, “Pick out and

take lambs for yourselves according to

your families, and kill the Passover lamb.

22 And you shall take a bunch of hyssop,
dip it in the blood that is in the basin,

and strike the lintel and the two door-

posts with the blood that is in the basin.

And none of you shall go out of the door

of his house until morning.”

Exodus 12

13 Now the blood shall be a sign for you

on the houses where you are. And when

I see the blood, I will pass over you; and

the plague shall not be on you to destroy

you when I strike the land ofEgypt.

Deuteronomy 6

8 You shall bind them as a sign on your

hand, and they shall be as frontlets

between your eyes.

Exodus 13

8 And you shall tell your son in that day
[Passover] , saying, ‘This is done be-

cause of what the LORD did for me

when I came up from Egypt.’

9 It shall be as a sign to you on your hand
and as a memorial between your eyes,

that the LORD’s law may be in your

mouth; for with a strong hand the LORD

has brought you out ofEgypt.



the tabernacle itself, the sanctuary. The sanctuary measured 45 feet long and 15 feet wide.

c. The meaning of the tabernacle
God’s description of the purpose of the tabernacle nowhere speaks of it as a setting for congregational

worship in the Christian or modern Jewish sense of the word. Instead, YHWH spoke of the sanctuary

of the tabernacle as His dwelling among His people (Exod. 25:8). This

should be underlined: the tabernacle was a type of dwelling for God

in the midst of the dwellings of His people. Rather than taking

people from their homes to worship Him, God established a home

comparable to their tents.

d. The use of the tabernacle
The tabernacle was the site for the sacrifices to God. The sign of the

covenant on Mount Sinai was the blood. It was sprinkled on the

people to ratify the covenant (Exod. 24:6-8). The sprinkling of the

congregation was an act of congregational worship. However,

there is no clear indication that the entire congregation was present

during other sacrifices. As noted above, the size of the tabernacle

courtyard was insufficient for congregational worship. Therefore,

in its principle use in the sacrificial system, the tabernacle was not a

place of congregational worship.

Even if it could be shown that sacrifices were conducted in

congregational worship, this would not be relevant to worship under

the gospel. The blood of the sacrifices provided atonement for the

souls of God’s people (Lev. 1 7:11 ). We know that the blood of these

animals could not, in themselves, atone for sins (Heb. 9:1 2-14). That

blood was a sign of Christ’s atoning death for His people. Christ’s

sacrifice has abolished all sacrifice; this aspect of worship is no

longer relevant to the saved. Only the bread and the wine of the grain

and drink offerings continue in the Lord’s Supper.

2. Holy convocations
The gatherings of God’s people are called holy convocations in the

comprehensive list in the book of Leviticus (Lev. 23:2-4, 7-8,

21 , 24, 27, 35-37). In a number of key instances, the phrase “in all

your dwellings” is added, suggesting that these gatherings, or some

part of them, took place in the home. So then, a “holy convocation”

need not indicate a large congregational meeting.

a. Feasts
The description of First Fruits and Pentecost use almost identical

language to affirm that the observance of the feasts is a “statute

forever.” The perpetuity of the feasts is reiterated by the phrase

“throughout your generations.” In both cases, God stated that the

feasts were to be observed “in all your dwellings” (Lev. 23:1 4, 21 ).

The three annual Feasts required the presence of all the males

before YHWH, and so they are possible occasions for worship

beyond the family, perhaps even without the women. However, this

is not the case. The appearance of the males before YHWH was for

the purpose of presenting tithes and offerings; they were “not to

appear empty-handed” (Exod. 23:1 5). There is no evidence of the men

staying for a “potluck” dinner as one study Bible stated. The men

kept portions of the animals which would be taken back to their

families. The families, as in the case of Jesus’ (Luke 2:41 ), all traveled

together to the feasts. Indeed, all offerings, tithes, and sacrifices

Exodus 24

6 And Moses took half the blood and put
it in basins, and half the blood he

sprinkled on the altar.

7 Then he took the Book of the Cov-

enant and read in the hearing of the

people. And they said, “All that the

LORD has said we will do, and be

obedient.”

8 And Moses took the blood, sprinkled

it on the people, and said, “Behold, the

blood of the covenant which the LORD

has made with you according to all these

words.”

Leviticus 17

11 For the life of the flesh is in the blood,
and I have given it to you upon the altar

to make atonement for your souls; for it

is the blood that makes atonement for

the soul.

Leviticus 23

14 You shall eat neither bread nor

parched grain nor fresh grain until the

same day [First Fruits] that you have

brought an offering to your God; it shall

be a statute forever throughout your

generations in all your dwellings.

Exodus 25

8 And let them make Me a sanctuary,

that I may dwell among them.

Leviticus 23

21 And you shall proclaim on the same

day [Pentecost] that it is a holy convoca-

tion to you. You shall do no customary

work on it. It shall be a statute forever

in all your dwellings throughout your

generations.

Deuteronomy 12

6 There you shall take your burnt offerings,
your sacrifices, your tithes, the heave offer-

ings of your hand, your vowed offerings, and

the firstlings of your herds and flocks.

7 And there you shall eat before the LORD
your God, and you shall rejoice in all to

which you have put your hand, you and

your households, in which the LORD your

God has blessed you.
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which involved eating of them “before the LORD” required

attendance at the meal by the entire household (Deut. 1 2:6-7), includ-

ing the servants and the Levite “within your gate” (Deut. 1 2:1 8).

Some of the feasts explicitly refer to being celebrated in the

family. Passover is quintessentially such an observance. The first

Passover was in the dwellings of the Hebrew, and God required that

it continue to be observed “in all your habitations” (Exod. 12:20). Its

proper celebration required a question about its significance being

posed to the father by the children (Exod. 12:27).

b. Sabbaths
Sabbaths were the holy convocations which, of course, where

celebrated most frequently by God’s people. There can be no doubt

that the Sabbath was focused on the home, “in all your dwellings”

(Lev. 23:3). With the rise of the synagogues sometime in the post-

exilic period, perhaps quite late in that period, the Sabbath also was

celebrated in a congregational setting as well.
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Exodus 12

20 You shall eat nothing leavened; in all
your habitations you shall eat unleav-

ened bread.

Leviticus 23

3 Six days shall work be done, but the

seventh day is a Sabbath of solemn rest,

a holy convocation. You shall do no

work on it; it is the Sabbath of the LORD

in all your dwellings.

Deuteronomy 12

18 But you must eat them before the

LORD your God in the place which the

LORD your God chooses, you and your

son and your daughter, your manser-

vant and your maidservant, and the

Levite who is within your gates; and you

shall rejoice before the LORD your God

in all to which you put your hands.



II. AFAMILY BECOMES THE PEOPLE OF GOD
A. The Conquest

It is chilling to think of the generation of God’s people that died in

the wilderness. Even Moses and Aaron did not enter the Promised

Land, although Moses was permitted to see it from a distance. All

died outside the Promised Land for their rebellion and lack of faith.

Only Joshua and Caleb, who believed God’s promises, lived to lead

the conquest ofCanaan.

God chastened the generation that died in the wilderness, but

their children conquered Canaan. The elders of that generation were

said have to been faithful like Joshua all their lives (Josh. 2:7). The

role of the family in worship is evident in that generation.

1. Preaching to the entire congregation
As the Hebrews were about to enter the Promised Land, Moses

preached his farewell sermon to the entire congregation, including

aliens who labored among them, “the stranger who is in your camp”

(Deut. 29:11 ). The practice of preaching to the entire congregation

was typical of gatherings related to God’s covenant with His people

(Deut. 29:1 0-1 3).

In this sermon, Moses also enjoined Joshua and Israel to remem-

ber to gather all of the people every seven years at the year of the

release of debts, at the time of the Feast of Tabernacles, to hear the

Law read. Moses strongly emphasized that the entire congregation

should hear the Law “that their children, who have not known it,

may hear and learn to fear the LORD your God” (Deut. 31 :1 0-1 3).

Joshua continued this practice of gathering the entire congregation

when the covenant, with its curses and blessings, was reaffirmed

between Mt. Gerizim and Mt. Ebal (Josh. 8:35).

Although the entire congregation heard the preaching of the

Laws and the terms of the covenant, the elders and officers of the

church acted on behalf of the people in accepting the terms of the

covenant (Deut. 31 :28).

2. Asking fathers and elders
The elders where held accountable as covenant representatives of the

people to see to it that Israel upheld its commitments under the Law.

The fathers and elders where responsible for reminding the people of

their relationship to the LORD. Deuteronomy 32:7 is written in a

poetic style that seems to suggest, through parallel construction, an

identity between fathers and elders.

3. Teaching the children
Because God’s covenant also is with the covenanters’ descendants,

Moses reiterated the obligation to command their children. Instruc-

tion was to be authoritative, not merely persuasive (Deut. 32:46). This

generational responsibility is a recurring theme.

4. Leading the family
Joshua’s statement to Israel about how he would lead his household

underlines the unconditional nature of this responsibility. Even if all

of Israel thought it evil to serve YHWH, he and his family would

remain loyal. The behavior of others, even a majority, or all the rest

of God’s supposed people, does not change or reduce the respon-
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Deuteronomy 32

7 Remember the days of old, consider

the years of many generations. Ask

your father, and he will show you; Your

elders, and they will tell you:

Deuteronomy 32

46 Set your hearts on all the words which
I testify among you today, which you shall

command your children to be careful to

observe – all the words of this law.

Deuteronomy 29

10 All of you stand today before the

LORD your God: your leaders and your

tribes and your elders and your officers,

all the men of Israel,

11 your little ones and your wives – also
the stranger who is in your camp, from

the one who cuts your wood to the one

who draws your water –

12 that you may enter into covenant

with the LORD your God, and into His

oath, which the LORD your God makes

with you today,

13 that He may establish you today as a

people for Himself, and that He may be

God to you, just as He has spoken to you,

and just as He has sworn to your fathers,

to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

Deuteronomy 31

10 And Moses commanded them, say-

ing: “At the end of every seven years, at

the appointed time in the year of release,

at the Feast ofTabernacles,

11 when all Israel comes to appear

before the LORD your God in the place

which He chooses, you shall read this

law before all Israel in their hearing.

12 Gather the people together, men and

women and little ones, and the stranger

who is within your gates, that they may

hear and that they may learn to fear the

LORD your God and carefully observe

all the words of this law,

13 and that their children, who have not

known it, may hear and learn to fear the

LORD your God as long as you live in the

land which you cross the Jordan to possess.”

Joshua 8

35 There was not a word of all that Moses
had commanded which Joshua did not

read before all the assembly of Israel,

with the women, the little ones, and the

strangers living among them.



sibility of the heads of families for their households.

B. The Judges
Scripture reveals that the failure to properly discharge one’s respon-

sibility as the head of a household has serious consequences. The

elders from Joshua’s days continued to be faithful. The generation

that followed was increasingly corrupt, as recorded by the Book of

Judges. The end of this period is marked by the ministry of Samuel.

In his life and that of the High Priest Eli, we have striking lessons

concerning God’s view of generational responsibility.

1. Eli, his sons and the loss of the Ark of the Covenant
The High Priest Eli seems, by and large, to have been a good man.

God placed Samuel under his tutelage, but even in this action we see

God’s judgment. Eli’s sons were committing great sins, taking from

the people the part of the offering which belonged to them,

improperly making the offering and committing sexual immorality

“with the women who assembled at the door of the tabernacle of

meeting” (1 Sam. 2:1 2-17, 22). YHWH warned Eli through a man

of God (1 Sam. 2:27-36). YHWH’s view of Eli’s failure to restrain

his sons is fascinating: He describes it as Eli honoring his sons more

than God (1 Sam. 2:29).

It is very important to note that Eli did speak to his sons about
their sins, and in very strong terms. However, he did not succeed

in restraining their actions (1 Sam. 3:1 3). So as the head of the

household, Eli was still culpable. The result was defeat for Israel,

the loss of the ark to the Philistines, and the death of Eli, his sons,

and others in their family.

2. Samuel, his sons, and the demand for a king
The young Samuel delivered God’s final word to Eli. Samuel was

aware of YHWH’s view as he succeeded Eli and judged Israel,

leading them to victories over the Philistines. And yet he was finally

rejected by the elders as a result of the sins of his own sons. Since

the elders did not want to be ruled by Samuel’s sons, who, they said,

“do not walk in your ways,” (1 Sam. 8:5) they decided to imitate the

nations in asking for a king. Samuel was offended, but God told him

that in making this demand, Israel was really rejecting YHWH as

their king.

C. The United Kingdom
The beginning of the Davidic monarchy reveals a high level of

consciousness of the importance of fathers teaching the way of the

LORD to their children. However, the subsequent history of the

monarchy also provides instances of generational failure that brought

God’s irrevocable judgment.

1. Recounting God’s works
Psalm 78:1 -8 is a strong statement of God’s view of generational

responsibility. The rest of the Psalm is a lesson in Israel’s history up

to the time ofDavid.

a. Proverbs and riddles
There are a number of indications that this Psalm was intended for

use with children. The Psalmist says that he will speak a “parable”

and in “dark sayings” (78:2). These are both terms used in Proverbs

1 :6 in speaking of the instruction of “a young man.” Indeed, the
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Joshua 24

14 “Now therefore, fear the LORD, serve

Him in sincerity and in truth, and put away

the gods which your fathers served on

the other side of the River and in Egypt.

Serve the LORD!

15 And if it seems evil to you to serve the
LORD, choose for yourselves this day whom

you will serve, whether the gods which your

fathers served that were on the other side

of the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in

whose land you dwell. But as for me and

my house, we will serve the LORD.”

1 Samuel 8

1 Now it came to pass when Samuel was

old that he made his sons judges over

Israel.

2 The name of his firstborn was Joel,

and the name of his second, Abijah;

they were judges in Beersheba.

3 But his sons did not walk in his ways;
they turned aside after dishonest gain,

took bribes, and perverted justice.

4 Then all the elders of Israel gathered

together and came to Samuel at Ramah,

5 and said to him, “Look, you are old,

and your sons do not walk in your ways.

Now make us a king to judge us like

all the nations.”

Psalm 78

1 Give ear, O my people, to my law;

Incline your ears to the words of my

mouth.

1 Samuel 2

29 Why do you kick at My sacrifice and
My offering which I have commanded

in My habitation, and honor your sons

more than Me, to make yourselves fat

with the best of all the offerings of Israel

My people?

1 Samuel 3

11 Then the LORD said to Samuel: “Behold,
I will do something in Israel at which

both ears of everyone who hears it will

tingle.

12 In that day I will perform against Eli

all that I have spoken concerning his

house, from beginning to end.

13 For I have told him that I will judge

his house forever for the iniquity which

he knows, because his sons made them-

selves vile, and he did not restrain them.

14 And therefore I have sworn to the

house of Eli that the iniquity of Eli’s

house shall not be atoned for by sacrifice

or offering forever.”



word “parable” is also translated “proverb,” a simple lesson by

comparison or simile. “Dark sayings” is otherwise translated

“riddle,” a “hard question” is used to test someone (1 Kings 10:1 ). This

too is a device of instruction found in Proverbs.

b. Told by fathers
The Psalmist views fathers, since they are responsible to command

the family in the way of the LORD, as the teachers of the children.

These proverbs and riddles were as “our fathers have told us”

(78:3).

c. Showing God’s glory
The purpose of fathers teaching their children is to instill in them awe

of God resulting in “praises of the LORD, His strength.. . His

wonderful works” (78:4). This would include a narration of God’s

acts in the history of His relations with His people. A father has two

options: either he teaches his children about God’s dealings with His

people or he hides them from his children. There is no neutral

ground for the believing father.

d. Commanded by God
Just as the Bible would provide the historical teaching, so too it

would be the source of the other vital component of instruction:

God’s Law and testimony (covenant). This responsibility God

“commanded our fathers” (Ps. 78:5). It was not sufficient for the

father simply to be known as a believer. The fathers were enjoined

to convey the knowledge of God’s Word to their children. Children

must be taught God’s words not merely for their own sake but in

order that when they are grown that “they should make them known to their children” (Ps. 78:5).

e. For the instruction of their children
God’s covenant is with the generations to come as well as the

generation with which He immediately covenants (Gen. 1 7:1 0-11 ).

Failure to teach the children in such a way that they, in the future, also

will teach their children, is in itself a violation of the covenant and an

expression of generational failure (Ps. 78:6).

f. To set their hope in God
The father’s teaching is viewed as related to three of the most vital

aspects of the believer’s life: hoping in God, remembering His

works, and keeping His commandments (Ps. 78:7).

g. Demonstrating spiritual fidelity
The failure to carry out this instructional responsibility demon-

strated what the Psalmist called “a spirit. . . not faithful to God” (Ps.
78:8). Stronger rebuke can scarcely be imagined.

2. Disciplining in wisdom
As alluded to above, a body of instruction aimed specifically at

children may be found in much of the Book of Proverbs. The

Hebrew word translated as “children” is naarim. Naarim actually

refers to a broader category than children. All males who had not

formed their own households are likely in view. However, the term

also is used commonly for male servants.

a. The father’s primacy
The primacy of the father in instruction is mentioned throughout

Proverbs (Prov. 4:1 -4). The father’s role in teaching is affirmed as

related to the child maintaining a proper respect for the authority of
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Psalm 78

3 Which we have heard and known, and

our fathers have told us.

Psalm 78

4 We will not hide them from their

children, telling to the generation to

come the praises of the LORD, and His

strength and His wonderful works that

He has done.

Psalm 78

2 I will open my mouth in a parable; I

will utter dark sayings of old.. .

Psalm 78

5 For He established a testimony in

Jacob, and appointed a law in Israel,

which He commanded our fathers, that

they should make them known to their

children.. .

Psalm 78

6 That the generation to come might

know them, the children who would be

born, that they may arise and declare

them to their children,

7 That they may set their hope in God,

and not forget the works of God, but

keep His commandments;

8 And may not be like their fathers, a

stubborn and rebellious generation, a

generation that did not set its heart

aright, and whose spirit was not faithful

to God.

Proverbs 4

1 Hear, my children, the instruction of a

father, and give attention to know un-

derstanding;

2 for I give you good doctrine: Do not

forsake my law.

3 When I was my father’s son, tender

and the only one in the sight of my

mother,

4 he also taught me, and said to me: “Let
your heart retain my words; Keep my

commands, and live.”



the mother as well. Proverbs 1 :8 and 6:20 are examples of a Hebrew

construction that actually conveys a dependent relationship be-

tween the two clauses (Waltke and O’Connor, An Introduction to
Biblical Hebrew Syntax, p. 577). It would be better translated:

“keep your father’s instruction and you will not reject the law of

your mother.”

b. Disciplined instruction
The instruction in Proverbs may be called authoritative teaching.

The responsibility of the child to internalize and follow the teaching

is implicitly or explicitly evident (Prov. 6:23; 1 3:1 ; 1 5:5, see also

15:1 0). For this reason, the term discipline is sometimes applied to

the process. Certainly, disciplinary chastening is assumed in the

event of rebelliousness by the child. In Hebrew, the word “instruction”

(musar) is derived from the verb yasar, which in the great majority
of cases refers to punishment. However, musar is typically men-
tioned as something which is heard and rarely in a context entailing

punishment.

Reproofs and rebukes are the most typical features of disci-

plined instruction. The Bible emphasizes that a child that despises

reproof has forsaken the way. The reference to “harsh correction”

in Proverbs 15:1 0 seems to be a mistranslation since the word for

“harsh” actually means “evil.” It should read: “Correction is evil for

him who forsakes the way.. .”

This parental discipline mirrors God’s loving relationship to His

people (Prov. 3:1 2 [1 3:24]; 1 9:1 8). Paul Gilchrist notes that “the

theological basis for an earthly father’s discipline over his son is in

the covenant. He bears the image of his covenant Lord, and as such

stands in a parallel relationship over his children.. .” (Theological
Wordbook of the Old Testament, Vol. I, p. 387).

c. True love and real hate
The failure of the father to use chastening when needed is viewed by

God as a lack of love, actually as hatred of the child. To abstain from

prompt discipline, perhaps out of a desire to be “liked” or simply

from indifference is, in God’s view, to contribute to the child’s

destruction as the lack of correction leads to be hardened “foolish-

ness.”

God’s command “you shall love your neighbor as yourself”

(Lev. 1 9:1 8) is often cited by people who then define for themselves
what love means. The previous verse provides the Biblical defini-
tion and is apropos also to one’s children: “You shall not hate your

brother in your heart. You shall surely rebuke your neighbor and not

bear sin because of him” (Lev. 1 9:1 7). Love, as God defines the

word, entails a willingness to rebuke.

d. Train up a child in the way that he should go...
Proverbs 22:6 has been troubling to those who know of seemingly

godly parents with children who have rejected the faith. However,

this verse is unusual in a number of respects. The word translated

“train up” is not one of the words used in the Old Testament for

training children. In the other usages of this verb, it means “dedicate”

a new house (Deut. 20:5) or the new Temple (1 Kings 8:63). The sense of this word seems to be to inaugurate

a definite use for a building, or child, in such a manner that this use continues. “Train up” may be too weak,
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Proverbs 6

20 My son, keep your father’s command,

and do not forsake the law of your mother.

Proverbs 13

1 A wise son heeds his father’s instruc-

tion, but a scoffer does not listen to rebuke.

Proverbs 1

8 My son, hear the instruction of your

father, And do not forsake the law of

your mother. . .

Proverbs 15

5 A fool despises his father’s instruction,

But he who receives correction is prudent.

Proverbs 6

23 For the commandment is a lamp, and

the law a light; reproofs of instruction

are the way of life. . .

Proverbs 15

10 Harsh discipline is for him who

forsakes the way, And he who hates

reproofwill die.

Proverbs 13

24 He who spares his rod hates his son,

but he who loves him disciplines him

promptly.

Proverbs 19

18 Chasten your son while there is hope,

and do not set your heart on his destruction.

Proverbs 3

11 My son, do not despise the chastening
of the LORD, nor detest His correction;

12 For whom the LORD loves He corrects,

just as a father the son in whom he delights.

Leviticus 19

17 You shall not hate your brother in your
heart. You shall surely rebuke your neigh-

bor, and not bear sin because of him.

18 You shall not take vengeance, nor

bear any grudge against the children of

your people, but you shall love your

neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD.

Proverbs 22

6 Train up a child in the way he should

go, and when he is old he will not depart

from it.



not comprehensive enough for the “dedication” of the “child.” Also recall that the word “child” refers

to a youth throughout the whole period in which he is a dependent in the family, not merely “childhood”

in a more restricted sense.

D. Generational Failure in the Line of David
The narrative of Israel’s history in Psalm 78 takes us up to the time

of David and Solomon. The Book of Proverbs was largely compiled

in Solomon’s time. Despite these hopeful influences, the Bible

indicates tragic failures by both David and Solomon as fathers. As

with other Old Testament examples, these failures are intended as

warnings to us (1 Cor. 1 0:11 ).

1. David and his sons
Perhaps because of his own sin with Bathsheba, David repeatedly

demonstrates an unwillingness to discipline his children. The

firstborn Amnon’s sexual sin with his sister Tamar was left unpun-

ished. Absalom, the second in line and brother to Tamer by the same

mother, falls into bitterness and sin, finally taking matters into his

own hands in killing Amnon. Absalom goes into exile and, again,
David does nothing. Under pressure, David permits Absalom to

return to Jerusalem, but he does not see him for two years, neither

punishing Absalom nor forgiving him. Absalom also rebels and dies

at the hands of Joab while helpless, despite David’s command not

to harm Absalom. Due to David’s failure to designate a successor,

the next in line, Adonijah, presumptuously claims the throne while

the aged David still lives. David acts to place Solomon on the

throne, but Bathsheba and Solomon fear Adonijah, and he is killed

on a pretext later.

Although David sinned in his life, his heart, unlike that of his son

Solomon, was loyal to YHWH. Solomon’s many foreign wives

were not converted to the worship of YHWH; instead they turned

Solomon’s heart after their gods. Indeed, Solomon himself wor-

shiped the pagan deities of his wives, including Ashtoreth (1 Kings

11 :5). For these and other sins, YHWH determined to divide Israel,

leaving to the Southern Kingdom only two tribes out of consider-

ation for God’s promise to David.

2. Hezekiah and Manasseh
Hezekiah is considered to be, with Josiah, one of the two greatest

kings of Judah or Israel after David. Hezekiah sought to eliminate

pagan worship in Judah (2 Kings 18:4): “He trusted in the LORD

God of Israel, so that after him was none like him among all the kings

of Judah, nor any who were before him” (2 Kings 18:5).

Given these superlatives for Hezekiah, it remarkable that his

son, Manasseh, is considered to be the worst king of Israel or Judah.

Manasseh restored the pagan worship which his father had re-

moved. He even sacrificed his son (2 Kings 21 :3-4). Manasseh went

so far as to place an image ofAsherah in the Temple (2 Kings 21 :7).

Indeed, Manasseh’s reign is cited in Scripture as the reason that God

would not relent in carrying out judgment against Judah. Even

Josiah’s reforms could not avert God’s wrath after Manasseh (2

Kings 23:26).

It is difficult to understand how a great king like Hezekiah could

father a son like Manasseh. The Bible does provide us with some

1 Kings 11

4 For it was so, when Solomon was old,

that his wives turned his heart after

other gods; and his heart was not loyal

to the LORD his God, as was the heart

of his father David.

5 For Solomon went after Ashtoreth the

goddess of the Sidonians, and after Milcom

the abomination of the Ammonites.

6 Solomon did evil in the sight of the

LORD, and did not fully follow the

LORD, as did his father David.

7 Then Solomon built a high place for

Chemosh the abomination of Moab, on

the hill that is east of Jerusalem, and for

Molech the abomination of the people

ofAmmon.

8 And he did likewise for all his foreign
wives, who burned incense and sacri-

ficed to their gods.

2 Kings 21

1 Manasseh was twelve years old when

he became king, and he reigned fifty-

five years in Jerusalem. His mother’s

name was Hephzibah.

2 And he did evil in the sight of the

LORD, according to the abominations

of the nations whom the LORD had cast

out before the children of Israel.

3 For he rebuilt the high places which

Hezekiah his father had destroyed; he

raised up altars for Baal, and made a

wooden image [asherim], as Ahab king

of Israel had done; and he worshiped all

the host of heaven and served them.

4 He also built altars in the house of the

LORD, of which the LORD had said,

“In Jerusalem I will put My name.”

5 And he built altars for all the host of
heaven in the two courts of the house of

the LORD.

6 Also he made his son pass through the
fire, practiced soothsaying, used witch-

craft, and consulted spiritists and medi-

ums. He did much evil in the sight of the

LORD, to provoke Him to anger.

7 He even set a carved image of Asherah
that he had made, in the house of .. .the

LORD...

1 Corinthians 10

11 Now all these things happened to

them as examples, and they were written

for our admonition, upon whom the ends

of the ages have come.
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clues. For instance, we may note that Hezekiah died when Manasseh was only twelve. Interestingly,

Manasseh was conceived during the fifteen years which God added to Hezekiah’s life after he prayed

that God would relent from the word spoken through Isaiah, “Set your house in order, for you shall

die and not live” (Isa. 38:1 ). The next event recounted of

Hezekiah’s reign by Isaiah is his great sin in revealing Judah’s

treasures to a delegation of Babylonians. Outraged, Isaiah proph-

esied that all of this wealth would be carried away to Babylon and

that the Babylonians “shall take away some of your sons who will

descend from you, who you will beget; and they shall be eunuchs

in the palace of the king of Babylon” (Isa. 39:6-7). One might

expect an expression of dread from Hezekiah, as had been the case

when his own impending death was announced. Instead, he said to

Isaiah “The word of the LORD which you have spoken is good! . . .

At least there will be peace and truth in my days” (Isa. 39:6-7).

Why did Hezekiah not pray for forgiveness so that his sons

would not suffer this fate with the same energy he had displayed

when his own life was threatened? Surely, he knew from that

experience that God would issue such statements precisely so that

the hearer would turn to Him in prayer. These passages seem to

indicate a lack of interest in the fate of his own children and

considerable self-centeredness. And so, in the years added to such

a life, he begat Judah’s worst king, and did not live long enough to

raise him to manhood.

Isaiah 39

6 “Behold, the days are coming when all

that is in your house, and what your

fathers have accumulated until this day,

shall be carried to Babylon; nothing

shall be left,” says the LORD.

7 “And they shall take away some of

your sons who will descend from you,

whom you will beget; and they shall be

eunuchs in the palace of the king of

Babylon.”

8 Then Hezekiah said to Isaiah, “The

word of the LORD which you have

spoken is good!” For he said, “At least

there will be peace and truth in my

days.”
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III. THE FAMILY OF GOD
A. The Whole Family in Heaven and on Earth

God gathers His people in and through families. He covenants with family heads and commands them

to lead their households in the way of YHWH. His covenants extend throughout the generations so

that only He could describe Himself as “the God of your father Abraham” (Gen. 26:24). Indeed, the

emphasis on the role of the father as a spiritual leader is a distinctive ofBiblical revelation. Why?

It should be stated clearly that God’s manner of relating to His people is not an adaptation to our

human condition, or to the cultural circumstances of family life. The

God of the Bible is sovereign. It is He who has shaped our human

nature to be in families. He also governs history and has established

the very form of families and everything else in cultures.

In sum, the family is, first, part of God’s natural revelation.

Second, He reinforces and emphasizes these family relations in His

covenants and His law. Still, there remains a third point: God

describes His relationship to His people in terms of the relationships

found in the family.

The first point about this revelation regarding the family is

especially evident in Scripture from the Creation to the covenant

with Abraham. From Abraham to the establishment of the Davidic

monarchy, the familial organization of God’s people is demonstrated

in their worship and polity. The third point, God’s people as His

family, is most prominent from the time of the prophets, especially

as God’s judgment against the idolatry and disobedience of His

people loomed. It emerges as part of God’s explanation of how His

people have violated their relationship to Him. At the same time, it

is a central feature of God’s promise to provide a Deliverer, the

Messiah, who would bring His people into the relationship which

was always God’s purpose.

B. The Perversion of the Family in Paganism
The destruction and exile of Israel was a result of idolatry. There are

evidences of pagan influences in the time of the Patriarchs. The

influences of Egyptian religion are difficult to measure. The Hebrews

quickly reverted to paganism with the golden calf and, later, with the Baal

of Peor. In the book of Judges, we read that soon after the conquest of

the Promised Land, the Hebrews began to turn to the Canaanite religion

(Judg. 2:11 -1 3). The prophets spoke against all aspects of Israel’s

unfaithfulness to the covenant, yet idolatry was the focus. YHWH told

Jeremiah that, in following these idolatrous practices, the Hebrews were

doing as “their fathers taught them” (Jer. 9:1 4).

Why the focus on idolatry? The answer lies in the fact that this

humanly shaped religion, this idolatry of paganism, perverted the

relations among God’s people, especially family relations, and the

relationship of God to His people. Paganism entailed many prac-

tices that violated God’s commands for family life: prostitution,

child sacrifice (2 Kings 23:1 0), homosexuality, and female religious

leadership. Paganism also transformed the view of the deity, since

it supposed a family of gods after the pattern of sinful humanity.

1. “El” and Asherah, Baal, and Ashtoreth
All human beings have a built-in knowledge that there is a Creator

God who deserves their praise and glory (Rom. 1 :1 8-23). Paganism

Psalm 68

5 A father of the fatherless, a defender

of widows, is God in His holy habita-

tion.

6 God sets the solitary in families; He

brings out those who are bound into

prosperity; but the rebellious dwell in a

dry land.
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Jeremiah 31

1 “At the same time,” says the LORD,

“I will be the God of all the families of

Israel, and they shall be My people.”

Ephesians 3

14 …I bow my knees to the Father of our

Lord Jesus Christ,

15 from whom the whole family in

heaven and earth is named.. .

2 Kings 23

4 And the king commanded Hilkiah the

high priest, the priests of the second

order, and the doorkeepers, to bring out

of the temple of the LORD all the ar-

ticles that were made for Baal, for

Asherah, and for all the host of heaven;

and he burned them outside Jerusalem

in the fields of Kidron, and carried their

ashes to Bethel.

5 Then he removed the idolatrous priests

whom the kings of Judah had ordained to

burn incense on the high places in the

cities of Judah and in the places all around

Jerusalem, and those who burned incense

to Baal, to the sun, to the moon, to the

constellations, and to all the host of heaven.

6 And he brought out the wooden image
[Asherah] from the house of the LORD,

to the Brook Kidron outside Jerusalem,

burned it at the Brook Kidron and ground

it to ashes, and threw its ashes on the

graves of the common people.

7 Then he tore down the ritual booths of
the perverted persons [Sodomites] that

were in the house of the LORD, where

the women wove hangings for the

wooden image [Asherah] .



is the initial effort to suppress that knowledge. It tends to assume the similar form throughout the

world. The paganism of the ancient Near East includes all of the basic elements.

In the Canaanite religion, “El,” a Biblical term for God, “a god” or “a mighty one”, was the king and

the father of the gods. There is evidence that the Canaanites followed the pattern of other peoples

in beginning with a recognition and a form of worship of the Creator God. Melchizedek was the high

priest of El and king of Salem, which is probably Jerusalem. The fact that Abraham gave him his tithe

indicates that Melchizedek served the true God.

The degeneration of the worship of El involved the addition of deities. The first addition seems

to have been a wife for El, Asherah. The Asherah poles that were

set up, even in the temple, represented this goddess. The next stage

was the “birth” of children to El and Asherah. Baal was viewed as

one of these children. Baal supplanted El in the Canaanite pantheon,

as is typical in other paganisms. El then receded to a passive role.

Indeed, in the Canaanite myths, Baal not only took the place of El,

he took El’s wife. She might also be thought of as his sister under

the name Ashtoreth. These three deities are very often mentioned

as objects of idolatrous worship in Israel.

In some cases, the female deity actually assumed the highest

standing. This is alluded to in Jeremiah’s effort to turn the Hebrews

away from worshiping the “Queen of Heaven,” a title for the

goddess found in several religions (Jer. 44:1 5-19).

Women played a prominent role in goddess worship. Although

we have no record of a high priestess as found in some of the

surrounding countries, Jezebel was the daughter of the high priest

of Baal in Tyre, and she was the patroness of the worship of

Ashtoreth in the Northern Kingdom of Israel. The many “priest-

esses” were what we would call ritual prostitutes. The cult also

provided opportunities for other women to disguise themselves

with a veil and serve as “priestesses” temporarily. Homosexual

prostitution also was practiced in pagan rites. (For further informa-

tion on Canaanite paganism, see two books by Charles Pfieffer Ras
Shamra and the Bible, pp. 30-32, and Old Testament History, pp.
69-77.)

2. Idolatry and adultery
God warned the Hebrews of the immorality associated with pagan-

ism. They were assailed by it even before the conquest on the plains

of Moab, at which time many of the Hebrews were seduced by the

ritual prostitution of the Midianite women (Num. 25). It is extraordi-

nary that YHWH had to command the Hebrews explicitly not to

permit their daughters to serve as ritual prostitutes (Deut. 23:1 7).

Given the sexual immorality associated with paganism, it would

be easy to misunderstand the Bible’s most common characterization

of idolatry, that is, as adultery. And yet, this is precisely YHWH’s

view of the idolatry of His people. In this language, we have a

suggestion of the depth of the sin of idolatry by God’s people. The

idolatry not only perverted relationships among the Hebrews and

within their families, it also violated the familial relationship of God

to His people. The only “family worship” mentioned in Israel in the

time of Jeremiah is pagan (Jer. 7:1 8).

C. God Explains His Relation to His People
Idolatry in Canaan, and as it developed among the Hebrews, involved
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Jeremiah 44

15 Then all the men who knew that their

wives had burned incense to other gods,

with all the women who stood by, a great

multitude, and all the people who dwelt

in the land of Egypt, in Pathros, an-

swered Jeremiah, saying:

16 “As for the word that you have spo-

ken to us in the name of the LORD, we

will not listen to you!

17 But we will certainly do whatever

has gone out of our own mouth, to burn

incense to the queen of heaven and pour

out drink offerings to her, as we have

done, we and our fathers, our kings and

our princes, in the cities of Judah and in

the streets of Jerusalem. For then we

had plenty of food, were well-off, and

saw no trouble.

18 But since we stopped burning in-

cense to the queen of heaven and pour-

ing out drink offerings to her, we have

lacked everything and have been con-

sumed by the sword and by famine.”

19 The women also said, “And when we
burned incense to the queen of heaven

and poured out drink offerings to her,

did we make cakes for her, to worship

her, and pour out drink offerings to her

without our husbands’ permission?”

Numbers 25

1 Now Israel remained in Acacia Grove,

and the people began to commit har-

lotry with the women ofMoab.

2 They invited the people to the sacri-

fices of their gods, and the people bowed

down to their gods.

3 So Israel was joined to Baal of Peor,

and the anger of the LORD was aroused

against Israel.

Jeremiah 7

18 The children gather wood, the fa-

thers kindle the fire, and the women

knead dough, to make cakes for the

queen of heaven; and they pour out

drink offerings to other gods, that they

may provoke Me to anger.



a complete perversion of God’s purpose for the human family and for the gathering of His people into

the family of God. In the prophetic denunciation of idolatry, God made explicit His relationship to

His people. He described this relationship in three interrelated sets of terms: Lord and servant; Father

and child; and Husband and wife. These three sets of family terms also are part of God’s progressive

or unfolding revelation.

1. Lord/Master to servants
God first reveals Himself as Lord. Adonai is a plural form of the Hebrew word adon. This word in

Hebrew, as well as its Greek equivalent (kurios), is not primarily a theological term. Rather, it is a word
used for the head of a household, especially one that includes servants. The servants of such a

household would use this term of address, but so too might others. For example, Sarah calls Abraham

“lord” (Gen. 1 8:1 2).

a. God commands
God’s first words to man were in a command (Gen. 1 :28; 2:1 6).

Thus, theologians speak of the covenant with Adam as a covenant

of works, conditioned on obedience. However, this relationship of

Lord to servant continues. Abraham addresses God as Adonai, and
Christians call Jesus “Lord”.

b. His people serve
The counterpart to the lord is the servant. Indeed, one of the two

most typical words for “worship” in Hebrew is “serve” (Ps. 1 00:2;

Exod. 4:23). Again, it should be emphasized, these are words borrowed

from the household with servants. When we speak of the “ministry”

of the church, we use words that refer to the work of servants.

2. Father to children
The first explicit reference to God as the Father of His people is

found in YHWH’s instructions to Moses about how to explain

God’s motivation in calling the Hebrews into the wilderness to

worship Him. YHWH said that Israel was His “firstborn” (Exod. 4:22).

The only other explicit reference to God’s Fatherhood in the time of

the Exodus is found in YHWH’s explanation for His election of the

Hebrews and the need for their holiness. He calls them “the children

ofYHWH” (Deut. 1 4:1 ).

In the Song of Moses, his farewell sermon before the conquest,

Moses warns the Hebrews that a time will come in which Israel’s

corruption will cause it to be said that they are not His children (Deut.
32:5). Nevertheless, YHWH is their Father, because He bought,

made and established His people (Deut. 32:6). But they will be

unmindful of “the Rock who begot” them and “the God who

fathered” them (Deut. 32:1 8). The time will come when, because of the

idolatry of His sons and daughters, He will hide His face from that

“perverse generation, children in whom is no faith” (Deut. 32:20).

a. Disobedience and rebellion
The Bible repeatedly characterizes sin by God’s people as the

disobedience of children to their father. The sins of those who are

not His chosen ones are never described in familial terms. Their sins

will be met with punishment (Isa. 1 :2).

b. Chastening and repentance
God’s children are not punished as are those who are not His

children. God chastens His children. Even exile and death is only

chastening for the elect.

A mark of the repentance of God’s people is that they turn to
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Isaiah 64

8 But now, O LORD, You are our Father,

We are the clay, and You our potter; And

all we are the work ofYour hand.

Deuteronomy 32

18 Of the Rock who begot you, you are

unmindful, And have forgotten the God

who fathered you.

19 And when the LORD saw it, He

spurned them, Because of the provoca-

tion ofHis sons and His daughters.

20 And He said: “I will hide My face

from them, I will see what their end will

be, for they are a perverse generation,

Children in whom is no faith.”

Isaiah 1

2 Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O earth!

For the LORD has spoken: ‘ I have nour-

ished and brought up children, And they

have rebelled against Me.’

Exodus 4

22 Then you shall say to Pharaoh, “Thus
says the LORD: Israel is My son, My

firstborn.

23 So I say to you, let My son go that he
may serve Me. But if you refuse to let

him go, indeed I will kill your son, your

firstborn.”

Psalm 100

2 Serve the LORD with gladness; come

before His presence with singing.

II. The first covenant made with man

was a covenant of works, wherein life

was promised to Adam; and in him to

his posterity, upon condition of perfect

and personal obedience. The West-

minster Confession ofFaith, Ch. VII.



Him and cry “My Father, You are the guide of my youth” (Jer. 3 :4).

Being God’s children, Israel can be assured that their repentance

will be accompanied by God’s forgiveness and renewed guidance

(Jer. 31 :9).

God’s fatherly relationship to His people is expressed in His

providential care. He picks us up and carries us like a father. He

provides for our needs. He defends His people and we turn to Him

for help. He chastens us and instructs us in His way and truth.

c. The obedient first born son
Ultimately, we know that there is only One who has fulfilled God’s

expectations for His children: Jesus Christ the Son of God. Our

hope in Christ as the obedient Son is especially important since the

language about sonship indicates that the status of being children of

God does not equal salvation. The Bible makes it clear that stubborn

rebellion by a child is the way of death (Deut. 21 :1 8-23).

Jesus also is described as “the firstborn,” that is, the heir who will

become the covenant head of the family. Language about Israel as

God’s son points to the Messiah as the true Israel (Ps. 89:26-29).

The true hope for God’s people lies in the One who is the firstborn,

the heir of the household of God the Messiah. Hosea’s reference

to Israel as God’s son (Hos. 11 :1 ) was fulfilled in Jesus Christ, the

true Israel (Matt. 2:1 5).

3. Husband to wife
From the Exodus through Isaiah’s earlier prophecies, the metaphor

of God as Father of His people predominates among the familial

words for God’s relationship to His people. From the time of

Isaiah’s later prophecies to the exile, God more often speaks of

Himself as Israel’s husband.

This understanding of God as the Husband of His people led

Jewish commentators to view the ordinance of marriage as typo-

logical of this relationship, according to Alfred Edersheim. Paul

explicitly compares a Christian husband’s relation to his wife with

Christ’s relation to the church in Ephesians 5:22-33, as will be

developed in Chapter V.

a. Marriage as covenant
As Judah is going into exile, YHWH speaks of His relationship to

His people as “My covenant which they broke, though I was a

husband to them” (Jer. 31 :32). In Ezekiel 1 6, the history of God’s

relationship to Israel is described in the language of courtship.

Marriage, again, is called a covenant: “I swore an oath to you and

entered into a covenant with you and you became mine” (Ezek.
16:8). These words are especially striking since it is precisely in the

passages using the metaphor of marriage that we find some of the

key Messianic promises of a new covenant. For example, in the

same chapter in Ezekiel, the theme of the covenant is returned to in

these words: “Nevertheless I will remember My covenant with you

in the the days of your youth, and I will establish an everlasting covenant

with you” (Ezek. 1 6:60).

b. Harlotry
Just as is it sad that God must speak of Israel as His children in the

context of their disobedience and rebellion, it is painful to read that
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. . .marriage conveyed to the Jews much

higher thoughts than merriment. The

pious fasted before it, confessing their

sins. It was regarded almost as a sacra-

ment. Entrance into the married state

was thought to carry the forgiveness of

sins. It almost seems as if the relation-

ship of Husband and Bride between

Jehovah and His people, so frequently

insisted upon, not only in the Bible, but

in Rabbinic writings, had always been

standing out in the background. Thus

the bridal pair on the marriage day

symbolized the union of God with Is-

rael. Edersheim, The Life and Times

ofJesus the Messiah, pp. 3523.

Jeremiah 31

31 Behold, the days are coming, says the

LORD, when I will make a new cov-

enant with the house of Israel and with

the house of Judah –

32 not according to the covenant that I

made with their fathers in the day that I

took them by the hand to lead them out

of the land of Egypt, My covenant which

they broke, though I was a husband to

them, says the LORD.

33 But this is the covenant that I will

make with the house of Israel after those

days, says the LORD: I will put My law

in their minds, and write it on their

hearts; and I will be their God, and they

shall be My people.

Hosea 11

1 When Israel was a child, I loved him,

and out ofEgypt I called My son.

Psalm 89

26 He shall cry to Me, ‘You are my Father,
My God, and the rock ofmy salvation.’

27 Also I will make him My firstborn, The

Highest of the kings of the earth.

28 My mercy I will keep for him forever,

And My covenant shall stand firm with him.

29 His seed also I will make to endure

forever, And his throne as the days of

heaven.

Jeremiah 31

9 They shall come with weeping, And

with supplications I will lead them. I

will cause them to walk by the rivers of

waters, In a straight way in which they

shall not stumble; For I am a Father to

Israel, And Ephraim is My firstborn.



the intimate language of husband and wife, in the prophets, is

occasioned by Israel’s unfaithfulness. When God’s people turn to

idolatry they are called adulteresses. The persistence of idolatry is

called harlotry, using the term also applied to the activities of cult

prostitutes.

c. Return
If the description of Israel’s harlotry is disturbing, it cannot be as

surprising to us as God’s response. He chastens Israel, but to

correct her. His call, even to His adulteress wife, even to the one who

by God’s law deserves death and has been divorced is: “return to

Me” (Jer. 3 :1 ). YHWH calls for repentance, yet the marriage

remains in effect. Even the divorce does not preclude the call for

Israel to return to her “first husband,” YHWH (Hos. 2:7). Israel is

reconciled to God by rejecting idolatry and can, once again, call Him

“my Husband” (Hos. 2:1 6).

The prophet Hosea’s marriage to Gomer is provided by God as

a sign to His people of the persistence of His relationship to them.

Following YHWH’s command, Hosea redeems Gomer from the

slave market where she has landed due to her sin.

D. Mixed Metaphors: The Family and Salvation
In the middle of Jeremiah 3, a chapter devoted to God’s moving call
for Israel, the adulterous wife, to return to her Husband, something

strange happens. In verse 14, God identifies Himself, again, as the

Father and Husband of His people: “Return, O backsliding children,

says the LORD; for I am married to you.” Similar examples of

apparent mixed metaphors are found in verses 3 and 4, as well as 19

and 20 in Jeremiah 3.

These apparent mixed metaphors are found in other places in the

prophets. The New Testament also speaks of the church both as

“God’s children, adopted in Christ,” and as “the Bride of Christ”.

Indeed, the consummation of God’s plan of salvation is the Wedding

Supper of the Lamb in Revelation. The term that links the church

as child and as wife is “adoption.”

1. Adopted
The distinction between the Sonship of Christ, and the condition of

Christians as children of God, lies in the fact that we are God’s

children by adoption in Christ (Eph. 1 :5). Herman Witsius, a Dutch

Reformer who exercised a major influence among English Puritans

and Scotch Presbyterians in the seventeenth century, makes a

remarkable connection of adoption with Christ’s relationship to the

church as a husband to a wife. The bride in the Old Testament is, in

effect, adopted and becomes a member of her husband’s household.

Indeed, the same word stands for “bride” and “daughter-in-law” in

Hebrew.

Adoption entails inheritance rights (Gal. 4:4-7). In the Old

Testament, God’s people are referred to as heirs. The Hebrews

inherited the Promised Land (Exod. 32:1 3). However, His people also

are called “God’s inheritance” (Exod. 34:9; Deut. 4:20; Ps. 33:1 2). OfGod

the Son, the Father states “Ask of Me, and I will give You the nations

for Your inheritance, and the ends of the earth for Your possession”

(Ps. 2:8; 82:8). Inheritance is a family-related word (Prov. 1 9:1 4).
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We become the children of God by mar
riage with the Lord Jesus; for when we

become his spouse, then we pass with

him into his Father’s family, and the

Father calls us by the endearing name

daughter, Psal. xlv; 1 0: and the Lord Jesus
calls her also his sister, whom he names

his spouse, Cantic, v.1 ,2. God had pro-

vided by his law, that if “a man betroth his

maid-servant unto his son, he shall deal

with her after the manner of daughters,”

Exod. xxi.9: in the same manner he is

pleased to deal with elect souls. Herman
Witsius, The Economy of the Covenants
between God andMan, Vol. 1, p. 44950.
Galatians 4

4 But when the fullness of the time had

come, God sent forth His Son, born of a

woman, born under the law,

5 to redeem those who were under the

law, that we might receive the adoption

as sons.

6 And because you are sons, God has

sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your

hearts, crying out, “Abba, Father! ”

7 Therefore you are no longer a slave

but a son, and if a son, then an heir of

God through Christ.

Jeremiah 3

19 “But I said: ‘How can I put you

among the children And give you a

pleasant land, a beautiful heritage of the

hosts of nations?’ “And I said: ‘You

shall call Me, “My Father,” And not turn

away from Me.’

20 Surely, as a wife treacherously de-

parts from her husband, So have you

dealt treacherously with Me, O house of

Israel,” says the LORD.

Jeremiah 3

1 “They say, ‘ If a man divorces his wife,
and she goes from him And becomes

another man’s, may he return to her

again?’ Would not that land be greatly

polluted? But you have played the har-

lot with many lovers; Yet return to Me,”

says the LORD.

Jeremiah 3

8 Then I saw that for all the causes

for which backsliding Israel had commit-

ted adultery, I had put her away and

given her a certificate of divorce; yet her

treacherous sister Judah did not fear,

but went and played the harlot also.



2. Redeemed
There is another example of the mixing of family-related metaphors that would be very difficult for

most readers to discern. The words which are translated as “redeemer,” “redeem,” and “redemption” refer
to redemption by a “near relative” the go’el. In Leviticus 25, the conditions for the redemption of

property sold due to indebtedness are described. The go’el also would intervene for a near relative

who had committed a sin that required restitution (Num. 5:5-10; Deut. 1 9:4-1 3; Josh. 20; 2 Sam. 14:11 ; 1

Kings 16:11 ). The go’el also would be the “avenger of blood” in the case of the wrongful death of

a near kinsman (Num. 35:9-28).

The best known description of the action of a go’el is in Boaz’s redemption of Ruth. In that case,
Boaz redeems for Ruth the property of her deceased husband.

However, the act of redemption becomes intertwined with Boaz

claiming the right to marry Ruth under the provisions of Levirate

marriage (Ruth 2:20; 3:9, 1 2-1 3; 4:1 -9, 1 4). Many commentators

have viewed Boaz as a type of Christ, with Ruth, the gentile,

representing God’s new people. Of course, they are ancestors of

Jesus.

In Isaiah, go’el is paired with “Father” (Isa. 63:1 6) and “Husband”
(Isa. 54:5) in speaking of God’s redeeming acts in behalf of His

people.

3. Called by His name
God’s people are “called by [YHWH’s] name” (2 Chron. 7:1 4). This

familiar Biblical phrase speaks of a proprietary or a familial relation-

ship. It can apply to the relationship of a lord to his servant, a father

to his child, or a husband to his wife. The latter usage is found in

Isaiah 4:1 . In Isaiah 43:6,7, this phrase is applied to God’s sons and

daughters. The lordship of YHWH is brought out in Isaiah 63:1 9,

in which, speaking of Israel, who, in verse 16, identified YHWH as

Father and Redeemer, also says in sorrow “We have become like

those of old, over whom You never ruled, those who were never

called by Your name.”

God’s promise of salvation for Jerusalem, God’s people, in-

volves receiving a new name (Isa. 62:2). In Isaiah, two names are

mentioned but these are both related to the metaphor of marriage

(Isa. 62:4-5). This, apparently, is the name “better than that of sons

and daughters” (Isa. 56:5). Jesus promises that He will give a new

name to those who overcome (Rev. 3:1 2). This new name is

associated with the wedding of the church with Christ (Rev. 21 :2).

This discussion does not exhaust the use of familial terms to

describe God’s relationship to His people. For example, we could

have discussed inheritance and headship. Indeed, the terms for all

aspects of the plan of salvation in the Bible are derived directly or

indirectly from the family. In Jesus Christ, all of these words for

God’s saving acts for His People are fulfilled and embodied.
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Isaiah 62

2 . . .you shall be called by a new name,

which the mouth of the LORD will

name.

Isaiah 62

4 . . .you shall be called Hephzibah, and

your land Beulah; For the LORD de-

lights in you, And your land shall be

married.

Isaiah 43

6 . . .Bring My sons from afar, and

My daughters from the ends of the earth,

7 Everyone who is called by My name,

whom I have created for My glory.. .

Isaiah 54

5 For your Maker is your husband, the

LORD of hosts is His name; And your

Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel; He

is called the God of the whole earth.

Isaiah 63

16 Doubtless You are our Father, Though

Abraham was ignorant of us, And Israel

does not acknowledge us. You, O LORD,

are our Father; Our Redeemer from ev-

erlasting is Your name.

Revelation 3

12 He who overcomes, I will make him

a pillar in the temple of My God, and he

shall go out no more. And I will write

on him the name of My God and the

name of the city of My God, the New

Jerusalem, which comes down out of

heaven from My God. And I will write

on him My new name.



IV. HOUSEHOLDS AND HOUSE CHURCHES
A. Household, House, and Family

The Hebrew word bayith, or “house,” besides meaning a building

which is a home (Judg. 1 2:34), also is the normal word for “family”

or “household” (Gen. 12:1 ) in the Old Testament. Since the Hebrew

family structure also included clans and tribes, bayith could be used
to refer to a lineage group as well. For example, the “house of

David” (Isa. 7:1 3) refers to the dynasty which ruled Israel and then

Judah. Bayith is also used for a dwelling of God, as in the Tabernacle
(Exod. 34:26) and the Temple (1 Kings 6:1 ). This range of usage is

retained in the Septuagint and New Testament by the Greek word

oikos.
1. The transition from Tabernacle/Temple to church

In the New Testament, these usages of the word “house” are brought

together in Christ. For example, the people of God had been

described as a house, as in the “house of Jacob” (Mic. 2:7; Isa. 58:1 ).

The Tabernacle and the Temple were called God’s house. In the

New Testament, these terms are merged through the common word

house.

Jesus reveals that the Temple, His house, is an earthly represen-

tation of His body (Mark 14:58; John 2:21 ). One of the charges

presented against Jesus by the Jews was that He wanted to destroy

the Temple. Jesus had warned of the destruction of the Temple, but

added, in Mark 14:58, that “within three days I will build another

made without human hands.” John 2:21 makes it clear that Jesus

“was speaking of the temple ofHis body.”

The church of Jesus Christ is described both as His body and His

dwelling and household (Heb. 3:6). Christ is the head of this new

household of faith, but He also dwells in this house not made with

human hands. Thus, believers, not church buildings, are the new

“temple of the living God” (2 Cor. 6:1 6), spiritual house built with

living stones (1 Pet. 2:5).

2. “Household words”
The root of oikos is used in much of the description of the church,
however, this fact is not always evident in English. Consider one unusually packed passage: Ephesians

2:1 9-22. Note the use of the root “oik-” in each of these words. Paul begins by reminding the

Ephesian Christians that they are “no longer strangers and foreigners [paroikoi]” (2:1 9), meaning

those outside the household. Instead, they are “members of the
household [oikeoi] of God” (2:1 9). Being a member of the family
of God parallels being “citizens” of the Kingdom of God. The

members of the church are spoken of as “having been built on the

foundation [epoikodomethentes]” (2:20), another building-re-

lated term, “of the apostles, Jesus Christ being the chief corner-

stone.” Thus, the reference to Christ as the rock, keystone, and

cornerstone in Messianic prophecies in the Old Testament and in

the New Testament have building connotations. The church is

called “the whole building [oikodome]” (2:21 ) and is called a

“temple.” Paul speaks of the members of the church as “being
built together [sunoikodomeisthe]” (2:22) to make a “habita-
tion [katoiketerion] ofGod in the Spirit” (2:22).
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1 Peter 2

5 . . .you also, as living stones, are being

built up a spiritual house, a holy priest-

hood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices

acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

Hebrews 3

5 And Moses indeed was faithful in all

His house as a servant. . .

6 but Christ as a Son over His own

house, whose house we are if we hold

fast the confidence and the rejoicing of

the hope firm to the end.

1 Timothy 3

15 I write so that you may know how you

ought to conduct yourself in the house of

God, which is the church of the living

God, the pillar and ground of the truth.

Acts 7

46 [David] found favor before God and

asked to find a dwelling for the God of

Jacob.

47 But Solomon built Him a house.

48 However, the Most High does not

dwell in temples made with hands, as

the prophet says:

49 ‘Heaven is My throne, and earth is

My footstool. What house will you build

for Me? says the LORD, Or what is the

place ofMy rest?

50 Has My hand not made all these

things?’

Ephesians 2

19 Now, therefore, you are no longer

strangers and foreigners, but fellow citi-

zens with the saints and members of the

household ofGod,

20 having been built on the foundation of
the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ

Himself being the chief cornerstone,

21 in whom the whole building, being

joined together, grows into a holy temple

in the Lord,

22 in whom you also are being built to-

gether for a habitation ofGod in the Spirit.



In Ephesians alone several other significant uses of “oik” are found in connection with the church.
One that is especially unlikely to be discerned in most English translations is the word “dispensation”

(oikonomian). For example, in Ephesians 1 :1 0 “dispensation” should be understood as a new

organization of the household of God under the headship of Christ.

Paul’s reference of himself as “steward,” oikonomos (1 Cor. 4:1 -2),
utilizes the term for one who manages a household in behalf of its owner.

In Ephesians 3:1 7, the words “may dwell” translate katoikesai.
So, the hearts of Christians also are Christ’s dwelling. Christ’s rule

over our hearts through the indwelling Holy Spirit is what makes us

members ofChrist’s household.

It is common today to speak of the importance of “edifying”

(oikodomen) fellow believers. This word for “edification” is found

in Ephesians 4:1 2, 1 6, and 29. It would be well to point out that this

edification should entail making believers, individually and corpo-

rately, more a dwelling place for Christ.

B. Mission to the Family
Given this language for the church, it should not be surprising that

households and families play a large part in the growth of the early

church.

1. The conversion of households
In the New Testament, it is common for entire households to be

converted. Jesus’ instructions to His disciples for announcing the

good news of the Kingdom among the towns of Israel were in terms

of the worthiness of the household as a whole (Matt. 1 0:1 2-1 3). When

Jesus healed the son of the royal official, that man and “his whole

household” believed (John 4:46-54).

Households figured prominently in the record of the apostolic

mission to the gentiles in the Book of Acts. The Holy Spirit told the

centurion Cornelius to send to Joppa for Simon Peter, who would

tell him the “words by which you and all your household will be

saved” (Acts 11 :1 4).

Paul and Silas told the Philippian jailer to “believe on the Lord

Jesus Christ, and you will be saved, you and your household” (Acts

16:31 ). This passage places great importance on the faith of the

head of the household. Later, in Corinth, Crispus believed “with all

his household” (Acts 18:8).

2. The baptism of households
In the cases of the Philippian jailer and the Synagogue ruler Crispus,

the Book of Acts notes that their entire households were baptized

(Acts 18:8). This is indirect evidence for infant baptism. However,

the households were not limited to members of the biological family.

Servants, that is, slaves, also were considered to be part of the

household. Since Lydia is not mentioned as having children, the

baptism of her household may have included her servants, perhaps

the same women who met by the river on the Sabbath (Acts 16:1 4-

1 5). Paul also speaks of having baptized the household of Stephanas

in Corinth (1 Cor. 1 :1 6).

C. House Churches?
There are many references to churches meeting in houses in the New

Testament. Paul and the other apostles in their missionary journeys

first spoke at the local synagogue. However, the Christians soon
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Matthew 10

12 And when you go into a household,

greet it.

13 If the household is worthy, let your

peace come upon it. But if it is not

worthy, let your peace return to you.

Acts 11

12 Then the Spirit told me to go with

them, doubting nothing. Moreover these

six brethren accompanied me, and we

entered the man’s house.

13 And he told us how he had seen an

angel standing in his house, who said to

him, “Send men to Joppa, and call for

Simon whose surname is Peter,

14 who will tell you words by which you
and all your household will be saved.”

Ephesians 3

17 . . . that Christ may dwell in your

hearts through faith. . .

Ephesians 1

9 . . .having made known to us the mys-

tery of His will, according to His good

pleasure which He purposed in Himself,

10 that in the dispensation of the full-

ness of the times He might gather to-

gether in one all things in Christ, both

which are in heaven and which are on

earth – in Him.

Acts 16

15 And when she and her household

were baptized, she begged us, saying, “If

you have judged me to be faithful to the

Lord, come to my house and stay.” And

she constrained us.

Acts 16

31 So they said, “Believe on the Lord

Jesus Christ, and you will be saved, you

and your household.”

32 Then they spoke the word of the Lord
to him and to all who were in his house.

33 And he took them the same hour of

the night and washed their stripes. And

immediately he and all his family were

baptized.

34 Now when he had brought them into

his house, he set food before them; and

he rejoiced, having believed in God

with all his household.



were compelled to meet elsewhere. The consensus is that the church

met in the homes ofChristians.

1. Apparent cases
There are several passing references to house churches. In Jerusa-

lem, Mary, the mother of John Mark, provided her house for

meetings of the church (Acts 12:1 2). Her house was apparently one

of several in Jerusalem in which the churches met (Acts 5:42).

A church was in the house of Nymphas (or Nympha as some

texts have it) in Laodicea (Col. 4:1 5). If the reading is “Nympha,” that

would indicate a feminine name. The prominence of women in

providing their houses for the church shows that the owner of the

house was not necessarily an elder of that church. It is more likely

that the contribution of one’s house came simply from having the

financial means to own a house which would be large enough. It

seems that a church met in Philemon’s house and that he was a man

wealthy enough to be the owner of a slave. Priscilla and Aquila were

so successful in their business that they appear to have owned three

homes – in Ephesus, Corinth, and Rome. Churches met in at least

two of their homes according to Paul’s letters (1 Cor. 1 6:1 9; Rom.
16:5). It may be that Jason, the Corinthian synagogue ruler, also

provided his home for church meetings (Acts 17:5).

2. Jewish household worship
Some commentators, including Matthew Henry, have held that the

house churches referred to in the NT are, in fact, examples of homes

which practiced family worship (Matthew Henry, “A Church in the

House: A Sermon Concerning Family Religion” pp. 248-9). Recent

studies have not gone this far; however, they do give greater

prominence to the roots of the church in two forms of household

religion mentioned in the New Testament. The first is the weekly

Sabbath and the three annual feast meals celebrated in the home.

These are familiar to us from the Old Testament as well. However,

the second form, religious banquets with all the elements character-

istic of early church worship, also were typical. Outside speakers

were invited (Fassler and Jeffrey, “Christian Liturgical Music from

the Bible to the Renaissance,” pp. 84-5.) Jesus apparently spoke at

some of these banquets (Luke 7:36-50).

3. The order of house church worship
We do not have an order of the worship in the house churches.

However, the elements of worship are listed, in various orders, in the

Book of Acts. This list of the elements of worship corresponds very

well with extra-Biblical descriptions of early Christian worship.

a. Prayer/praise
Prayer and the singing of praise were practiced by the early church.

The prayers may have been sung. Prayer is still sung or chanted in

the eastern Mediterranean area by Christians, Jews, and Moslems.

Congregational prayers were sung or spoken in “one accord” (Acts

2:46). “One accord” probably refers to prayer or praise in unison,

much like the “Lord’s Prayer” today. Note that in Acts 4:24 ff. we

have the text of such a prayer said “in one accord.” Unless this is a

summary, which is contrary to the plain reading of the text, everyone

must have said the words at the same time (Acts 2:47).
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Colossians 4

15 Greet the brethren who are in

Laodicea, and Nymphas and the church

that is in his house.

Philemon

1 . . . to Philemon our beloved friend and

fellow laborer,

2 to the beloved Apphia, Archippus our

fellow soldier, and to the church in your

house.. .

Acts 5

42 And daily in the temple, and in every
house, they did not cease teaching and

preaching Jesus as the Christ.

Acts 12

12 So, when he had considered this, he

came to the house of Mary, the mother

of John whose surname was Mark,

where many were gathered together

praying.

Acts 2

46 So continuing daily with one accord

in the temple, and breaking bread from

house to house, they ate their food with

gladness and simplicity of heart,

47 praising God and having favor with

all the people. And the LORD added to

the church daily those who were being

saved.

. . .the most distinctively Christian gath-

erings of the early church were not

Christianized synagogue or Temple ser-

vices but, rather, the common meals,

related to the ritualized Jewish banquets

celebrated by groups of disciples gath-

ered around an authoritative Rabbi or

teacher, or family-centered meals that

still survive today in Jewish homes: at

the Friday night supper that opens the

Sabbath, for instance, or (especially)

the Passover seder. Held in private

homes during the first two centuries,

such meals typically included Scripture

reading, religious instruction, prayer,

and singing, and they often had messi-

anic or eschatological significance. We

find examples in the literature of

Qumran, the Letter of Aristeas, and

especially Philo’s The Contemplative
Life. Margot Fassler and Peter
Jeffery, “Christian Liturgical Music
from the Bible to the Renaissance,”
pp. 845.



b. Breaking bread
The “breaking of bread” is mentioned with other elements of

worship (Acts 2:42). The Lord’s Supper must be in mind, since this

is a possible interpretation and necessary for a consistency between

Jesus’ institution of the Supper as recorded in the Gospels and 1

Corinthians, on the one hand, and the Book of Acts on the other. If

this phrase does not refer to the Lord’s Supper, the Supper is not

mentioned as practiced by the church in Acts. On the basis of Paul’s

instruction in 1 Corinthians 11 , it appears that the Lord’s Supper is

not to be practiced in family worship but in congregational worship

under the authority of the elders.

c. Teaching, preaching
The apostles’ doctrine, or didaskalia, is simply the teaching of the
apostles (Acts 2:42). Paul wrote that he taught “publicly and from

house to house” (Acts 20:20). Teaching Biblical doctrine is an

element of the worship of the Church.

d. Fellowship
The word translated as “fellowship” in Acts 2:42 is the Greek word

koinonia which refers to an organized sharing. The offering for the
poor, widows, prisoners, and church workers is in view. The

offering was part of the worship of the early church.

4. ExtraBiblical evidence
If Acts does preserve the order of New Testament congrega-

tional worship, the description agrees very well with the earliest

extra-Biblical account of congregational worship by a Christian,

namely Justin Martyr’s description of the church order of worship

with which he was familiar in the early second century. Justin’s

order also began with the reading and exposition of Scripture. The

only difference would be that prayer preceded the Lord’s Supper.

However, Acts may contain a list of the elements ofworship rather than

an order.

An earlier, non-Christian source, Pliny the Younger, mentions

singing by the Christian congregation of “a hymn to Christ as God.”

Schaff notes that Justin mentions singing elsewhere. Perhaps

common prayer was sung.

5. Discipline
The context for worship is provided by the maintenance of disci-

pline. Through church discipline, rebuke and admonition were

administered, and persons were admitted or removed from church

membership. Discipline was the responsibility of church officers.

Peter exercised discipline against Simon Magus. The case of

Ananias and Sapphira falls within this category.

Maintenance of order, in worship, is related to discipline as is the

admonition and rebuke in the exhortation by the president of the

congregation. The word “rule” in verses 1 Timothy 3:4, 5, and 12 is

proistemi, a verbal form of the word for “president” in Justin

Martyr’s description of the worship service.

6. Defense
Discipline refers to order among church members. However, the church must also be defended from

enemies that seek to penetrate the church. A number of references to houses may refer to the defense of

the church.
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On Sunday a meeting of all, who live in

the cities and villages, is held, and a

section from the Memoirs of the Apostles

(the Gospels) and the writings of the

Prophets (the Old Testament) is read, as

long as time permits. When the reader

has finished, the president in a discourse,

gives an exhortation to the imitation of

these noble things. After this we all rise

in common prayer. At the close of the

prayer, as we have before described, bread

and wine with water are brought. The

president offers prayer and thanks for

them, according to the power given to

him, and the congregation responds the

Amen. Then the consecrated elements

are distributed to each one, and partaken,

and are carried by the deacons to the

houses of the absent. The wealthy and the

willing then give contributions accord-

ing to their free will, and this collection is

deposited with the president, who there-

with supplies orphans and widows, poor

and needy, prisoners and strangers, and

takes care of all who are in want. We

assemble in common on Sunday, because

this is the first day, on which God created

the world and the light and because Jesus

Christ our Saviour on the same day rose

from the dead and appeared to his dis-

ciples. Justin Martyr, Apology, p. 140,
cited in Schaff, History of the Christian
Church, Vol. II, pp. 2234.

Acts 2

42 And they continued steadfastly in

the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in

the breaking of bread, and in prayers.

1 Timothy 3

2 A bishop then must be blameless, the

husband of one wife, temperate, sober-

minded, of good behavior, hospitable,

able to teach;

3 not given to wine, not violent, not

greedy for money, but gentle, not quarrel-

some, not covetous;

4 one who rules his own house well,

having his children in submission with

all reverence

5 (for if a man does not know how to rule

his own house, how will he take care of

the church ofGod.. .)

12 Let deacons be the husbands of one

wife, ruling [see above] their children

and their own houses well.



Luke recounts that, before meeting the Lord on the Damascus

road, Saul “made havoc of the church, entering every house, and

dragging off men and women, committing them to prison” (Acts

8:3). “House” may refer to homes which hosted church meetings.

Paul’s warnings regarding false teachers in the Pastoral Epistles

speak of the danger posed to house churches. How else could

someone “creep into” (2 Tim. 3:6) a house unless a church meeting

is in view? In the same way, in Titus 1 :1 0-11 , it is difficult to imagine

how “idle talkers and deceivers” could “subvert whole households,

teaching things they ought not, for the sake of dishonest gain” in the

context of a single family. The payment that seems to be implied

suggest the use of outside teachers.

In John’s second letter, the manner of dealing with an outside

teacher may be in view. Remember, the word “doctrine” means

teachings. John asserts that anyone that does not abide in the

doctrine of Christ should not be permitted to enter the church. This

passage does not teach that unbelievers should not be permitted to

enter Christian homes.
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Titus 1

10 For there are many insubordinate,

both idle talkers and deceivers, es-

pecially those of the circumcision,

11 whose mouths must be stopped, who

subvert whole households, teaching

things which they ought not, for the

sake of dishonest gain.

2 Timothy 3

6 For of this sort are those who creep

into households and make captives of

gullible women loaded down with sins,

led away by various lusts,

7 always learning and never able to

come to the knowledge of the truth.

2 John

10 If anyone comes to you and does not

bring this doctrine, do not receive him

into your house nor greet him.. .



V. THE NEW TESTAMENT FAMILY (PART ONE)
A. Worship in the Home

Early Christian worship probably grew out of the household religious ceremonies of the Old

Testament, such as the Sabbath and Passover, and the larger meals presided over by rabbis found in

the New Testament in several places and in much of the extra-Biblical literature. The synagogue is

unlikely to be a model since it was not a center for worship among Jews until after the destruction of

the Temple (Fassler and Jeffery, “Christian Liturgical Music from the Bible to the Renaissance,” pp.

84-5).

Since the church gathered as the family of God in homes, there is a tendency for the distinctly family

component found in the Old Testament to merge with the congregational gatherings in homes. There

are two sets of passages which may refer to family worship

alongside congregational worship in the New Testament: Acts

2:46b-47 and Ephesians 5:1 8-6:9 along with the parallel passage

Colossians 3:1 2-4:6.

1. Early congregational worship
In its first days, Christian worship was daily, both as a congregation

and in the home. They were “daily. . . in the temple” and also

gathered “from house to house” (Acts 2:46), a phrase better

translated “in each one’s house [or family]” (Zerwick, Biblical
Greek, p. 1 30). As noted in the previous chapter, congregational
worship included four basic elements: preaching the Word of God,

taking offerings, celebrating the Lord’s Supper, and prayer or praise

(Acts 2:42). What were the elements ofworship in the home?

2. Possible elements of family worship
In his influential sermon on Family Worship: Motives and Direc
tions for Domestic Piety published in Paris in 1827 and reprinted in
English in 1867, J.H. Merle d’ Aubigne judged Ephesians 5:1 9-20 to be an injunction to have family

worship. Colossians 3:1 6 parallels these verses. If we combine these passages, we might posit the

following order of family worship: instruction, praise, prayer and

discipline.

a. Instruction
The punctuation of Colossians 3:1 6 in the Greek New Testament

suggests that the phrase “teaching and admonishing one another” is

a separate clause. So the passage would read, “Let the word of

Christ dwell among you richly, teaching and admonishing one

another in all wisdom, singing with grace in your heart to God

psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.” This translation is similar to

that of the New International Version. The New King James

Version used in this study tends to favor the view that the teaching

was by means of the psalms, hymns, and songs.

b. Praise
Ephesians 5:1 9 parallels the latter part of Colossians 3:1 6 in mention-

ing song. The Old Testament does not mention singing as a

component of family religion. Psalms, hymns and songs are usually congregational, as throughout the

Book of Psalms, or personal, as in the case of the Song of Hannah.

The one possible exception would be the Song of Moses, although

it too seems to be aimed at the congregation as a whole.

c. Prayer
Ephesians 5:20 seems to refer to prayer, although only in the form

of thanksgiving. Colossians 3:1 7 clarifies the meaning of “always
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Acts 2

42 And they continued steadfastly in the
apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the

breaking of bread, and in prayers.

Acts 2

46 So continuing daily with one accord

in the temple, and breaking bread from

house to house, they ate their food with

gladness and simplicity of heart,

47 praising God and having favor with

all the people. And the LORD added to

the church daily those who were being

saved.

Ephesians 5

19 . . .speaking to one another in psalms

and hymns and spiritual songs, singing

and making melody in your heart to the

Lord.. .

Ephesians 5

20 . . .giving thanks always for all things

to God the Father in the name of our

Lord Jesus Christ. . .

Colossians 3

16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you

richly in all wisdom, teaching and ad-

monishing one another in psalms and

hymns and spiritual songs, singing with

grace in your hearts to the Lord.



for all things” by substituting “whatever you do in word or deed.”

Justin Martyr specifically mentions the offering of thanks by the

presiding elder in congregational worship (“The First Apology of

Justin,” in The AnteNicene Fathers, Vol. I, p. 1 86). Jesus offered
thanks when He broke the bread. The offering of thanks does evoke

a typical element of family religion at meals.

d. Discipline
Colossians 3:1 6-17 and the parallel passage in Ephesians 5:1 9 touch on discipline, either in the

exhortation to admonish or in submission. The issue is: do we have a transition at this point from a

discussion of the congregation to the family, or has the whole section dealt with the family? While

it is not possible to be certain, it seems to me that the description of the four elements of worship refers

to the congregation, as a whole, and that Paul, in both cases, then proceeds from Colossians 3:1 8ff. and

Ephesians 5:22 to examine the families of the congregation.

The likelihood that the earlier verses are addressed to the congregation, especially the family

heads, is evident in the otherwise seeming ambiguity in the use of the word “submit.” How can

everyone be submitting to one another in Ephesians 5:21 and then,

specifically, wives be called upon to submit to their husbands? The

answer is that it is the men who are addressed when Paul speaks to

the congregation as a whole. The men who are heads of families

represented their families. (This is why the word “brethren” is used

so often in the letters of the New Testament rather then “brothers

and sisters.”) The call for mutual submission among the family heads, in verse 21 , does not contradict

or nullify the call for submission ofwives to their husbands in verse 22.

3. Explicit elements of family worship
However one evaluates the relevance of singing and prayer to family worship based on Colossians

3:1 6-17 and Ephesians 5:1 9-21 , two elements of family worship, instruction and discipline, are clearly

evident in the following verses which deal explicitly with the family.

Ephesians 5:22-6:9 goes into greater detail on the Christian family then any other part of the New

Testament. The reason for this emphasis may be related to the probability that Ephesians was written

to Christians in the general area of Ephesus. A number of early manuscripts have a blank where the

phrase “in Ephesus” usually is found. This fact has led scholars to suggest that Paul wrote the letter

to be read in several congregations. This would explain the lack of personal references in a letter to

a town of people familiar to him. In the case of a general letter, Paul would know only that many of

these Christians would be new to the faith and were mostly from gentile backgrounds. If this line of

reasoning is correct, Paul would have sought to write, in this letter, the basics of what a recent gentile

convert needed to know about Christian faith and life.

The first half of the letter provides an overview of salvation. The second half treats the Christian

life, specifically sanctification. Given this understanding, it is

remarkable how much of this letter focuses on family life. Gentiles

without grounding in the Old Testament, especially, would need

guidance in this area.

B. Husbands and Wives
Ephesians 5:22-6:9 treats three types of relationships within the

Christian household which reflect three images of God’s relation-

ship to His people: husband to wife, parent to child, and lord to

servant. These three sets of relationships were discussed in Chapter

III. The Family of God. It was shown that God revealed Himself to

His people, from the Creation, as Lord to His servants, from the

Exodus, as Father to His children and then from the time of the latter

prophets, as Husband to His wife. The relationship of husband and

wife also is the final expression of God’s relationship to His people
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Colossians 3

17 And whatever you do in word or

deed, do all in the name of the Lord

Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father

through Him.

Revelation 19

7 “Let us be glad and rejoice and give

Him glory, for the marriage of the Lamb

has come, and His wife has made herself

ready.”

8 And to her it was granted to be arrayed
in fine linen, clean and bright, for the

fine linen is the righteous acts of the

saints.

9 Then he said to me, “Write: ‘Blessed

are those who are called to the marriage

supper of the Lamb! ’ ” And he said to

me, “These are the true sayings ofGod.”

Ephesians 5

21 . . .submitting to one another in the

fear ofGod.



in the Bible as the bride of Christ (Rev. 1 9:7, 9; 21 :2, 9, 1 7). At the

consummation of history, the Church, the New Jerusalem which

comes down from heaven, is described as a bride (Rev. 21 :2), “the

Lamb’s wife” (Rev. 21 :9). Note that Paul reverses the order to treat

the final analogy first.

1. Discipline
The twin aspects of discipline in marriage, as in the church, are submission to authority and love. As

discussed above, Ephesians 5:21 speaks of the mutual submission of heads of households to one another

in the church through its government. To interpret this as meaning that husbands also submit to their

wives is to introduce a contradiction with the following verse. Such a contradiction also violates the

principle of our submission to Christ. It does not help to say that the husband’s love for his wife is the

form of his submission since that leaves open the question of the wife’s role. While such an attitude

reflects the circumstances of our culture, it could not have been

Paul’s intention.

a. Submission
Despite its negative connotation in modern culture, the Greek word

for “submission” or “to submit” is used in the New Testament

exclusively for the righteous response to legitimate authority,

usually God’s.

b. Headship
The headship of the Christian husband in a marriage is derived from

Christ’s headship over the church (Eph. 1 :22-23), which is His bride.

Biblically, the head of the household authoritatively represents his

wife and children in the community or church and to God and is held

responsible by God for their conduct. The church is made up of

households represented by family heads, over whom is Christ, the

Head of the household ofGod.

Paul also speaks of headship in 1 Corinthians 11 :3-5. His

statement in verse 5, that a woman who prays or prophesies in

church might as well have her head shaved, has elicited a great

variety of interpretation. However, if we assume that such refer-

ences, when unexplained in the text, probably are allusions to the Old

Testament, then this reference likely refers to Deuteronomy 21 :1 2. In
that passage, captive women whose husbands had been killed in war

shaved their heads during the period of mourning. Paul, thus, seems to

be saying that a woman that behaves in this manner in church is acting

as though her husband is dead.

Speaking in the assembly is an exercise of the headship of the

husband. Since he rules in his household, he also speaks for it,

including his wife. How well a man ruled his household was an

important qualification to serve as an overseer or deacon (1 Tim.
3:4, 5, 1 2).

c. Love
The headship of the husband entails love. However, this love is not

open to personal interpretation. A Christian husband can be said to

love his wife only if he follows Christ’s pattern. In Colossians 3:1 9,

Paul implies that the failure of a husband to love his wife is related

to bitterness. The “love” of the world has many definitions. The

Christian definition of a husband’s love is Ephesians 5:25-33.

d. Sacrifice
Christ demonstrated His love for the church by giving Himself up for
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Revelation 21

2 Then I, John, saw the holy city, New

Jerusalem, coming down out of Heaven

from God, prepared as a bride adorned

for her husband.

1 Corinthians 11

3 . . .I want you to know that the head of

every man is Christ, the head of woman

is man, and the head ofChrist is God.

4 Every man praying or prophesying, having
his head covered, dishonors his head.

5 But every woman who prays or proph-

esies with her head uncovered, dishon-

ors her head for that is one and the same

as if her head were shaved.

Colossians 3

18 Wives, submit to your own husbands,

as is fitting in the Lord.

Ephesians 5

22 Wives, submit to your own hus-

bands, as to the Lord.

Ephesians 1

22 And He put all things under His feet,
and gave Him to be head over all things

to the church,

23 which is His body, the fullness of

Him who fills all in all.

Ephesians 5

23 For the husband is head of the wife,

as also Christ is head of the church; and

He is the Savior of the body.

24 Therefore, just as the church is sub-

ject to Christ, so let the wives be to their

own husbands in everything.

Colossians 3

19 Husbands, love your wives and do

not be bitter toward them.

Ephesians 5

25 Husbands, love your wives, just as

Christ also loved the church and gave

Himself for her.



her. Some commentators interpret the injunction for husbands to love their wives in this way as

signifying that they should be willing to die for their wives. However, Jesus was not merely willing,

He did die for our sins. The analogy does not seem practical and so in the wake of such interpretation,

Christian husbands today are not properly equipped to love their wives.

Actually, the Greek word in the phrase translated “gave Himself for her” is used throughout the

New Testament not to refer to circumstances like Christ’s sacrificial death, but to being given over

to the power of others. Thus, while Christ did not have to permit Himself to be arrested by sinful men,

He did so in order to give His life as an offering for our sins.

In the same way, husbands must sacrifice their self-wills to carry out God’s will in loving their

wives. The specific content of this love is found in verses 26 through 33.

2. Instruction
The passages which describe the content of a Christian husband’s love may be thought of, in the context

of family worship, as “instruction.” This is undoubtedly a crucial feature ofChrist’s love for the church.

a. Sanctification
Christ’s love for the church was expressed in His sanctifying of her,

setting her apart, and cleansing her “with the washing of water by the

word.” Some commentators have supposed that this phrase refers

to a baptismal formula. However, Jesus did not baptize and so the

parallel between Christ’s relation to the church and the husband’s

relation to his wife is lost. The Jewish pre-nuptial bath of the bride

is extra-Scriptural and did not involve the husband.

The interpretation of James M. Boice that the phrase refers to

the husband’s spiritual nurture of his wife is the most natural

rendering of these words. Elsewhere in Ephesians (6:1 7), the “word”

used in washing is found in the phrase “the sword of the Spirit, which

is the word of God.” The husband’s role in the sanctification of his
wife must involve the use of the Bible.

b. Association
The “washing of water by the word” has a definite purpose, and this

too parallels Christ’s relation to the church. Christ came to preach

the good news of the Kingdom of God and to gather all those who

are His into His church. The word for “present to” is used

throughout the New Testament for the act of bringing someone into

the immediate presence of another, usually a person of higher

authority. The word also is used in the Septuagint to describe

someone who stands with a king as an advisor or assistant at the

highest level.

The purpose of the use of the Bible by the husband, as with

Christ’s preaching, is to draw the wife into the presence of the

husband. This purpose seems to be related to the sanctification

process, as indicated by the phrase “holy and without blemish.” This is the same phrase which is

translated “holy and without blame” in Ephesians 1 :4 in connection with the church. God’s purpose

is to progressively sanctify the church to prepare her to be brought into the presence of the Holy God.

c. Nurture
Although Paul’s preceding words are about Christ and the church, he reiterates that this is the

way Christian men should love their wives. Furthermore, this

love is like that for one’s own body (Eph. 5:28). This also clearly

relates to Christ and the church, which is called “His body.” The

love of the husband for his wife revealed in using the Bible in

sanctification is compared to nourishing and cherishing his own

body.
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Ephesians 5

27 . . . that he might present her to Him-

self a glorious church, not having spot

or wrinkle or any such thing, but that it

should be holy and without blemish.

Ephesians 5

26 that He might sanctify and cleanse

her with the washing of water by the

word.. .

This verb [cleanse] carries out the spiri-

tual meaning of the verb ‘sanctify’ or

‘make holy,’ and it teaches that God

holds husbands responsible for the spiri
tual growth and maturing of their wives,

as well as their children. (cf. Ephesians

6:4). James M. Boice, Ephesians: An

Expository Commentary, p. 176.

Ephesians 1

4 . . . just as He chose us in Him before

the foundation of the world, that we

should be holy and without blame

before Him in love.. .

Ephesians 5

28 So husbands ought to love their

own wives as their own bodies; he

who loves his wife loves himself.



The word translated as “nourishes” in Ephesians 5:29 (ektrepho), is found in only one other place
in the Greek New Testament (Eph. 6:4), where it is translated “bring up” and refers to the father’s

training and instruction in the Lord of his children. In both locations,

we could substitute one English word: “nurture.” The the textual context

for the Bible’s use of this word links together the two passages

dealing with the dual aspects of a man’s responsibility for the

spiritual maturing of the members of his family.

Some may chafe at this imagery. After all, some people do not

love or nourish their bodies. The example of anorexia comes to the

mind of many in this connection. However, anorexics do not think

of themselves as starving their bodies. They perceive themselves as

overweight and judge that they are eating enough to bring their

bodies in line with their proper weight.

Husbands who do not nurture their wives with the Bible are like anorexics. He may believe that

a women’s Bible study is enough for his wife. But Biblically speaking, she is being starved. Moreover,

the husband is actually starving his own body, spiritually, because he is one flesh with his wife.

d. Union
The one flesh relationship of husband and wife is a spiritual reality before God. It is the great mystery

of Christ and the Church. For the believer’s only hope lies in being

in Christ. The husband-wife relationship is a human analogy for the

Reformed doctrine of “union with Christ.” This is the basis for

Christ’s love for the church and the husband’s love for his wife.

Failure to understand the importance of the marriage relationship in

God’s eyes makes it very difficult to understand union with Christ.

In verse 31 , Paul cites Genesis 2:24. In the very creation of

woman from man, we have one flesh in view. Marriage restores that

one-flesh relationship. This is the Old Testament basis for believers

being “in Christ,” for the union with Christ.

In this passage, the phrase translated “be joined to” offers some

practical insight in terms of the husband-wife relationship. The

phrase translates a word used extensively in the Greek Old Testa-

ment and the New Testament. It describes a relationship not merely

of a emotional closeness, but actual physical closeness, as in the

adhesion to something. It can even refer to one party pursuing

another so closely that the pursuers cannot be shaken. The phrase

“in tandem” as in a two-seat bicycle conveys this sense of movement

together.

This Biblical imagery may be uncomfortable, even claustropho-

bic, for some. But it helps to overcome a too abstract view of the

one-flesh relationship, a view which speaks of husbands and wives

having separate ministries, with separate vacations and separation

soon in sight. The Biblical view is that the husband and wife are one

as is Christ and the church, a head and the body (Eph. 5:30-32). This

analogy should not be treated lightly. The word translated as

“respects” in verse 33, normally is translated as “fear” or “awe.” A

relationship spoken of by God in these terms deserves such a

response on the part of believers.
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Ephesians 6

4 And you, fathers, do not provoke your
children to wrath, but bring them up in

the training and admonition of the Lord.

Ephesians 5

29 For no one ever hated his own

flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it,

just as the Lord does the church.

Ephesians 5

30 For we are members of His body, of

His flesh and ofHis bones.

31 “For this reason a man shall leave his
father and mother and be joined to his

wife, and the two shall become one

flesh.”

32 This is a great mystery, but I speak

concerning Christ and the church.

33 Nevertheless let each one of you in

particular so love his own wife as him-

self, and let the wife see that she respects

her husband.

It is through this union to Christ that the

whole application of redemption is ef-

fectuated on the sinner’s soul. Al-

though all the fullness of the Godhead

dwelleth bodily in Him since His glori-

fication, yet until the union of Christ is

effected, the believer partakes in none of

its completeness. When made one with

His Redeeming Head, then all the com-

municable graces of that Head begin to

transfer themselves to him. Thus we

find that each kind of benefit which

makes up redemption is, in different

parts of the Scripture, deduced from this

union as their source. . . Robert L.
Dabney, Systematic Theology, p. 612.



VI. THE NEW TESTAMENT FAMILY (PART TWO)
C. Parents and Children

As with husbands and wives, family worship among parents and

children minimally includes two of the elements found in congrega-

tional worship: discipline and instruction.

1. Discipline
Godly order is maintained through the exercise of discipline. Wor-

ship and instruction require order, in the family as well as in the

congregation.

a. Obedience by children
The first and most general obligation which God expects from

children in their families, and in family worship in particular, is

obedience. This obedience is “in the Lord,” that is, the context is the

Christian family, not families in general (Eph. 6:1 ). Colossians 3:20

adds “in all things.” A statement this comprehensive seems unlikely

to be applicable in the case of unregenerate parents.

Obedience by children is “right,” that is, righteous, or in confor-

mity to God’s law. It is also “pleasing” to God. Because God loves

us, we seek to please him in our worship and service.

The word “obey,” as in Luke 17:6, implies immediate compli-

ance with a command. Obedience is not a response to persuasion.

To do something because it corresponds to your own understanding
is not disobedience, but neither is it obedience.

Obedience by children is a condition for proper family life and

worship. Obedience is an expression of faith in the one obeyed. In

2 Thessalonians, Paul speaks of God’s vengeance against those who

do not “obey” the gospel. In other words, faith is trust, a trust that

results in obedience. It is so essential to the parent-child relationship

that it is even described as a characteristic of Christ’s Sonship in

Hebrews 5:8-9.

b. Honor for parents
The second obligation of children to parents is “honor” (Eph. 6:2-3).

Honor is a more complex feature of good order than might at first

be expected. Its usage in the Bible entails at least three aspects.

1) Trust in parental authority
True honor is not limited to external actions and words: it involves

an attitude of the heart, or will.

In worship, as in all of life, if we do our will rather than the will
of God, we do not honor God. The Pharisees thought that they

honored God through their many additional rules regarding worship

and service, yet each of these additions, however innocuous or

religious, dishonored God (Mark 7:6-7). We should not add elements to

congregational or family worship which God does not ordain.

Children honor their parents in the same way that people should

honor God the Father: by hearing and believing (John 5:22-24). To

hear, and not believe, can be masked by external adherence to some

other action with is defined as also being honoring. However, if

this definition does not correspond to the definition of the one

“honored,” it is not truly honoring.
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Colossians 3

20 Children, obey your parents in all

things, for this is pleasing to the Lord.

Ephesians 6

1 Children, obey your parents in the

Lord, for this is right.

Luke 17

6 So the Lord said, “If you have faith as a
mustard seed, you can say to this mul-

berry tree, ‘Be pulled up by the roots and

be planted in the sea,’ and it would obey

you.”

2 Thessalonians 1

8 . . . in flaming fire taking vengeance on

those who do not know God, and on

those who do not obey the gospel of our

Lord Jesus Christ.

Hebrews 5

8 . . . though He was a Son, yet He learned
obedience by the things which He suffered.

9 And having been perfected, He became
the author of eternal salvation to all who

obey Him.. .

Ephesians 6

2 “Honor your father and mother,”

which is the first commandment with

promise:

3 “that it may be well with you and you

may live long on the earth.”

Mark 7

6 He answered and said to them, “Well

did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites,

as it is written: ‘This people honors Me

with their lips, But their heart is far

from Me.

7 And in vain they worship Me, teaching
as doctrines the commandments ofmen.’

John 5

22 For the Father judges no one, but has

committed all judgment to the Son,

23 that all should honor the Son just as

they honor the Father. He who does not

honor the Son does not honor the

Father who sent Him.

24 Most assuredly, I say to you, he who

hears My word and believes in Him who

sent Me has everlasting life, and shall

not come into judgment, but has passed

from death into life.



2) Respect for parents
Honor includes a proper form of acting toward parents. Derogatory

speech and other insulting behavior are always unacceptable what-

ever the motivation or intent. The specific content of honor depends

on who is honored (1 Pet. 2:1 7).

3) Material support of aged parents
In both Hebrew and Greek, the word “honor” can be used to described

the material or monetary reward due to someone. In English, this

connotation also may be discerned in the word “honorarium,” as in

the fee given to a speaker. Jesus, in Matthew 15, clearly views the

honor due parents at least partly as the obligation of children to take

care of elderly parents. This obligation could not be negated even

by appealing to other, avowedly religious, objectives.

This sense of the word “honor” in reference to parents is

confirmed in other connections in the Bible. This word is used for

the church’s material support of Paul and his party (Acts 28:1 0) as

well as church assistance to aged widows (1 Tim. 5:3).

2. Instruction
Instruction is the second element of family worship. Regarding

children, it is summarized in Ephesians 6:4. This instruction

combines several ideas found in the Old Testament.

a. The father must lead
Some commentators go to considerable lengths to assert that the

word “fathers” in verse 4, means “parents.” In reality, the structure

of the passage, usage in the New Testament and the Old Testament,

and the cultural context make it certain that when Paul said “fathers”

he meant fathers.

First of all, consider the structure of Ephesians 6:1 -4. In verse

1 , the Greek word for parents, goneusin, is used. This word is used
19 times in the New Testament and always means the biological parents. In verse 2, the words for

father, pater, and mother, mater, are both used in quoting the fifth commandment. In verse 4, the plural
of pater, pateres, is used. Now then, if Paul wanted to say “parents” he could have used the word in

verse 1 , or he could have said “mothers and fathers,” as in verse 2. Some will say that Paul was simply

varying his language so that his writing would be interesting. It is much more probable that he was

seeking to emphasize that it was the fathers that he was singling out

for what would follow.

This interpretation is reinforced by a second, grammatical,

point. Paul employed the “vocative” for fathers. The vocative is a

mode of address. The import of this grammatical form is to say:

“Hey, you there, fathers I mean.” Paul was making a point of

addressing his remarks to fathers. Given the tendency of interpret-

ers to evade the Lord’s command on this matter, Paul’s emphasis is

understandable.

Thirdly, that Paul should speak to the fathers specifically is

consistent with the Old Testament and the contemporary Jewish

view of the education of children. In the Old Testament, formal

religious instruction took place in the home with the father as the

teacher. In the Talmud (a contemporary collection of Rabbinic

commentary on the Bible), there is a continuation of this understand-

ing that the father is “bound to teach his son” (cited in Edersheim,

The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, p. 230). This instruction
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Matthew 15

4 For God commanded, saying, ‘Honor

your father and your mother’ ; and, ‘He

who curses father or mother, let him be

put to death.’

5 But you say, ‘Whoever says to his

father or mother, “Whatever profit you

might have received from me is a gift to

God [the temple]” –

6 is released from honoring his father or

mother.’ Thus you have made the com-

mandment of God of no effect by your

tradition.

1 Peter 2

17 Honor all people. Love the brother-

hood. Fear God. Honor the king.

Acts 28

10 They also honored us in many ways;

and when we departed they provided

such things as were necessary.

1 Timothy 5

3 Honor widows who are really widows.

Ephesians 6

4 And you, fathers, do not provoke your
children to wrath, but bring them up in

the training and admonition of the Lord.

But while the earliest religious teaching

would, of necessity, come from the lips

of the mother, it was the father who was

“bound to teach his son.” To impart to

the child knowledge of the Torah con-

ferred as great spiritual distinction, as if

a man had received the Law itself on

Mount Horeb. Every other engage-

ment, even the necessary meal, should

give place to this paramount duty; nor

should it be forgotten that, while here

real labour was necessary, it would never

prove fruitless. That man was of the

profane vulgar (an Am haarets), who

had sons, but failed to bring them up in

knowledge of the Law. Alfred
Edersheim, The Life and Times of

Jesus the Messiah, Vol. 1, p. 230.



began at the age of 5. However, Jews from the time of the Maccabees were advancing a system of

education, usually in the synagogues, in which children would be taught by scribes or rabbis. However,

only men taught (“Education,” The Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Vol. 1 , p. 414). So it should be clear

that, whether in the home or the synagogue, only qualified men were viewed as the religious instructors

of children.

The Gentile view of the education of children was quite different from the Jewish understanding

of religious instruction. Teaching children was viewed as “woman’s work” by Romans and Greeks.

And if not a woman, a slave might be employed to teach the children. Paul’s emphasis on the role of

fathers runs counter to gentile culture at this point. Actually, Paul’s emphasis on family instruction

also seems to be out of step with the contemporary Jewish emphasis on the religious instruction of

children by the synagogue.

b. The father must not “provoke to wrath”
Having gotten the attention of fathers, Paul commanded them to not

“provoke to wrath” their children. There is a widespread tendency

to interpret “provoke to wrath” impressionistically. That is, for

many commentators who do not actually study the word, it seems

to mean “treat harshly.” One translation, the NIV, brings out this

impression explicitly: “exasperate.” And, of course, fathers should

not exasperate their children. Nevertheless, there is no Biblical

evidence that “provoke to wrath” means “exasperate.” The Greek word in view, parorgizo, is found
in only one other location in the New Testament and, there, the Greek Old Testament, the Septuagint,

is cited. The Septuagint has many uses of parorgizo with a very consistent and surprising meaning.

Throughout the Septuagint, this word means to provoke someone to wrath by unrighteous behavior.

In 54 of 58 instances, it refers to Israel provoking God to righteous wrath by their violation of His law.

In four cases, individuals provoke others to wrath by their sin. The point is this, fathers are being told

that they should not provoke their children to wrath by violating God’s law.

In case the intent of this negative statement is not clear, it is linked with the positive injunction by

a Greek form of conjugation which has the sense: “do not do this. . . but rather do this.” What are fathers

to do so that they do not provoke their children to righteous anger? The must “bring them up in the

training and admonition of the Lord.”

c. The father must nurture
The word “but” indicates that the alternative to the father provoking

his children to wrath is what follows: “bring them up.. .” The Greek

word translated as “bring up” is ektrepho. This word is used in only
one other location in the New Testament, and that is in this very

letter (5:29), in the section on the family, where it is translated

as “nourishes.” It is striking that this word, thus, ties together the

spiritual leadership of the male head of the family in both his

capacities as husband and father.

Although ektrepho is found only twice in the New Testament,

it is used extensively in the Greek Old Testament, the Septuagint. It

can be applied to many examples of nurture, even of a plant or the ewe lamb in Nathan’s parable (2

Sam. 12:1 -1 2), as well as child rearing. In all cases, an intimate nurturing to maturity and growth

is in view.

It is important to emphasize the intimate or direct relationship entailed in the word ektrepho. For
example, Ahab did not raise his own sons but put them under the care of elders in Jezreel. So, the

Septuagint uses ektrepho to describe the relationship of these men to Ahab’s sons (2 Kings 10:1 , 5).

Therefore, it should be emphatically stated that delegating the nurture of one’s children to another is

an alienating of this activity and does not conform to the Biblical injunction to fathers. Biblical nurture

is not a remote control relationship. This command is to be carried out by fathers directly, not by

mothers, youth ministers, Sunday School teachers, pastors or Christian school teachers.
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Colossians 3

21 Fathers, do not provoke your chil-

dren lest they become discouraged.

Ephesians 6

4 . . .do not provoke your children to

wrath.. .

Ephesians 6

4 . . .but bring them up.. .

Ephesians 5

29 For no one ever hated his own flesh,

but nourishes and cherishes it, just as

the Lord does the church.



d. The father must teach the Bible
Nurture by the father is direct in form. It is manifested in two

activities: authoritative teaching, or discipline, and admonition or

warning. In both activities, the Bible is the content of instruction.

1) Training
The word “training” translates the Greek word paideia from which we
get the word pedagogy, or the instruction of children. Both this

word and its Hebrew counterpart imply disciplined instruction,

therefore it does not apply to the form of education which does not

assume parental authority and chastening. It is the word which in

Hebrews 12:5-11 is used no less than eight times (underlined in the

right column) to explain how God relates to His people as a father

to his children. By this chastening instruction we know that we are

loved by God and that He is actively involved in teaching us to

conform to the image of Jesus Christ.

The translation of the passage in Hebrews tends to emphasize

the “chastening” of the training. However, while the word paideia
includes the use of chastening, it is within the context of teaching.

It would be a mistake to conclude that a father fulfills this aspect of

bring up his children merely in his disciplinary role, narrowly

defined.

The word paideia is so closely linked to the disciplined instruc-
tion of children that it may be that its use in the well-known passage

on the inspiration and uses of Scripture in 2 Timothy 3, should be

read with fresh eyes. The word translated as “instruction” in verse

16, is paideia. Very likely the use of the Bible in the instruction of
children is what Paul has in mind.

2) Admonition
The second aspect of the command to fathers, nouthesia, is trans-
lated as admonition in Ephesians 6:4. In 1 Corinthians 4:1 4, the same

word is translated as “warn.” There is an effort to influence the

attitude of the hearer. This form of instruction may be distinguished

from paideia by the fact that an imminent danger of sin tends to be
in view. The chastening of paideia may follow if there is a failure

to heed this warning.

The father’s admonition, as well as his instruction, should rely on

Scripture. In 1 Corinthians 10:1 -11 , Paul summarizes the experience

of the Hebrews during the 40 years in the wilderness and notes that

“all these things happened to them as examples” to believers, “for

our admonition.”

Although the word paideia is mostly limited to the instruction

of children, a concern comparable to that of a father may be

suggested (1 Cor. 1 0:11 ). However, admonition or warning also is

used in situations involving adult believers in which the filial

relationship in Christ is in view (2 Thess. 3 :1 5). Perhaps it may be said

that as our children grow into adulthood, there is a shift toward

reliance on admonition as the form of instruction.

D. Masters and Servants
The final set of instructions for servants and masters (literally

“lords”) reflects the Biblical view that servants (slaves) are part of

the household.
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Hebrews 12

5 And you have forgotten the exhorta-

tion which speaks to you as to sons: “My

son, do not despise the chastening of the

LORD, nor be discouraged when you are

rebuked by Him;

6 for whom the LORD loves He chastens and
scourges every son whom He receives.”

7 If you endure chastening, God deals

with you as with sons; for what son is

there whom a father does not chasten?

8 But if you are without chastening, of

which all have become partakers, then

you are illegitimate and not sons.

9 Furthermore, we have had human

fathers who corrected us, and we paid

them respect. Shall we not much more

readily be in subjection to the Father of

spirits and live?

10 For they indeed for a few days chas-

tened us as seemed best to them, but He

for our profit, that we may be partakers

ofHis holiness.

11 Now no chastening seems to be joy-

ful for the present, but painful; never-

theless, afterward it yields the peaceful

fruit of righteousness to those who have

been trained by it.

Ephesians 6

4 . . . in the training and admonition of

the Lord.

2 Timothy 3

16 All Scripture is given by inspiration

of God, and is profitable for doctrine,

for reproof, for correction, for instruc-

tion in righteousness,

17 that the man of God may be com-

plete, thoroughly equipped for every

good work.

1 Corinthians 4

14 I do not write these things to shame

you, but as my beloved children I warn you.

1 Corinthians 10

11 Now all these things happened to

them as examples, and they were writ-

ten for our admonition, upon whom the

ends of the ages have come.

2 Thessalonians 3

14 And if anyone does not obey our

word in this epistle, note that person

and do not keep company with him, that

he may be ashamed.

15 Yet do not count him as an enemy,

but admonish him as a brother.



It is interesting that there is no injunction to teach on the part of

masters. Christian slaveholders at various times in history have

interpreted Old Testament teaching on the place of slaves in the

household to require their presence in family worship.

Some commentators have sought to apply this passage to the

contemporary relations of employers to hired workers, whether in

or outside the home. However, the word translated as “servant”

means slave, not a hired or voluntary servant.

E. Spiritual Warfare
Paul’s discussion of spiritual warfare and the armor of God imme-

diately follows his section on the family (Eph. 6:1 0-1 8). Is there a

link? Perhaps. The family may well be the principal arena of spiritual

warfare.

The lyrics of a contemporary Christian song, “From Generation

to Generation,” ask “.. .does it really matter if we’re saving the world

if we should lose our family along the way?” It must be stated that

we cannot save our families or the world. Only Jesus saves His elect.

However, His elect should act in faith that, as they carry out their

covenant obligations through the power of the Holy Spirit, God will

fulfill His covenant promises to our families.

It is very strange that professing Christian men disobey God’s

commands to them regarding their families, to nurture them in the

word of God, yet believe that they can speak this word effectively

to others. Why should men who cannot command their own

families think that they can change the world?
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Ephesians 6

10 Finally, my brethren, be strong in the

Lord and in the power ofHis might.

11 Put on the whole armor of God, that

you may be able to stand against the

wiles of the devil.

12 For we do not wrestle against flesh

and blood, but against principalities,

against powers, against the rulers of the

darkness of this age, against spiritual

hosts of wickedness in the heavenly

places.

13 Therefore take up the whole armor of
God, that you may be able to withstand

in the evil day, and having done all to

stand.

14 Stand therefore, having girded your

waist with truth, having put on the

breastplate of righteousness,

15 and having shod your feet with the

preparation of the gospel of peace;

16 above all, taking the shield of faith

with which you will be able to quench

all the fiery darts of the wicked one.

17 And take the helmet of salvation, and
the sword of the Spirit, which is the

word ofGod;

18 praying always with all prayer and

supplication in the Spirit, being watch-

ful to this end with all perseverance and

supplication for all the saints. . .

Ephesians 6

5 Bondservants, be obedient to those who are
your masters according to the flesh,

with fear and trembling, in sincerity of

heart, as to Christ;

6 not with eyeservice, as men-pleasers,

but as bondservants of Christ, doing the will

ofGod from the heart,

7 with goodwill doing service, as to the

Lord, and not to men,

8 knowing that whatever good anyone

does, he will receive the same from the

Lord, whether he is a slave or free.

9 And you, masters, do the same things to
them, giving up threatening, knowing

that your own Master also is in heaven,

and there is no partiality with Him.



VII. FAMILY AND CHURCH AFTER THE APOSTLES
A. The Twilight of Family Worship

The Christian churches, in the three centuries following the New

Testament period, evidence the continuation of Biblical patterns of

family worship.

1. A church in every house
Early church practices indicate a very high view of marriage and the

family. The Biblical elements of family worship are witnessed to by

established church leaders; indeed, they sometimes point to prac-

tices that go beyond those enjoined for the family in the Bible.

a. Fathers teaching
Ignatius, the Bishop of Antioch (30-107 A.D.), is the human link

between the New Testament church and the generation that fol-

lowed. In commenting on Ephesians 6:4, Ignatius said simply that

it means that Christian fathers should teach their children the Bible.

He also cites a Septuagint variant reading of Proverbs 23:24 on

fathers teaching their children.

b. Daily devotions
Clement of Alexandria (1 53-217 A.D.), thought that, in Christian

marriage, the husband and wife should practice united prayer and

reading of the Scriptures as a daily morning exercise. (Schaff,

History of the Christian Church, Vol. II, p. 364)
c. Husbands and wives together

The North African church leader Tertullian (160-220/40), spoke of

the spiritual unity of a Christian husband and his wife at the close of

a book which Tertullian dedicated to his wife. His comments reveal

much about those practices of family worship which he, at least,
viewed as typical of a truly Christian marriage in his time. However,

while Tertullian was an important critic of the heresies of his day,

such as gnosticism, he later joined with Montanism, which erred

with regard to the continuance of prophetic new revelation. Women,

for example, functioned publicly as prophetesses among the

Montanists. Note that Tertullian, despite his great detail in this

passage, does not speak of the headship of the husband.

d. Male headship
John Chrysostom (347-407), Bishop of Constantinople, is a witness

to the continuation of the Biblical view of the household into the

very period in which, as we shall see, it faded from the recorded

history of the Church until the prelude to the Reformation. Accord-

ing to Philip Schaff, “Chrysostom urged that every house should be

a church, and every head of a family a spiritual shepherd, remember-

ing the account which he must give even for his children and

servants” (Schaff, Vol. III, p. 545).

e. Questionable elements
There are a number of features reported in family worship in this

period that seem to go beyond the Bible’s directions, such as rising

from sleep at midnight for prayer and praise. These practices tended

to replicate congregational worship in the home and, thus, could tend

to blur the distinction between family and congregational worship.

One possible example might be the practice of taking bread, for the
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What a union of two believers – one hope,

one vow, one discipline, and one wor-

ship! They are brother and sister, two

fellow-servants, one spirit and one flesh.

Where there is one flesh, there is also one

spirit. They pray together, fast together,

instruct, exhort, and support each other.

They go together to the church of God,

and to the table of the Lord. They share

each other’s tribulation, persecution, and

revival. Neither conceals anything from

the other; neither avoids, neither annoys

the other. They delight to visit the sick,

supply the needy, give alms without re-

straint, and in daily zeal lay up their

offerings before the alter without scruple

or hindrance.. . Psalms and hymns they

sing together, and they vie with each

other in singing to God. Christ rejoices

when he sees and hears this. He gives

them his peace. Where two are together

in his name, there he is; and where he is

there the evil one cannot come. Tertullian,
cited in Philip Schaff, History ofthe Chris-
tian Church, Vol. II, pp. 3645.

Fathers, “bring up your children in the

nurture and admonition of the Lord;” and

teach them the holy Scriptures, and also

trades, that they may not indulge in idle-

ness. Now [the Scripture says] says “A

righteous father educates [his children]

well; his heart shall rejoice in a wise son.”

Epistle of Ignatius to the Philadelphians
in Roberts and Donaldson, The Ante-

Nicene Fathers, Vol. I, p. 81.

It was not merely at noon, and in time of

their meals, that the primitive Christians

read the word of God, and sang praises to

his name. At an early hour in the morn-

ing, the family assembled, when a portion

of Scripture was read from the Old Testa-

ment, which was followed by a hymn and

a prayer. . . In the evening, before retiring

to rest, the family again assembled, when

the same form of worship was observed as

in the morning, with this difference, that

the service was considerably protracted

beyond the period which could be conve-

niently alloted to it in the commencement

of the day. Besides all these observances,

they were in the habit of rising at mid-

night, to engage in prayer and singing of

psalms.. . Rev. Lyman Coleman, The An-
tiquities of the Christian Church, cited in
Alexander, pp. 201.



Lord’s Supper, home for use in family worship on Monday morning

(Schaff, Vol. II, p. 239).

2. Marriage and martyrdom
This idyllic picture of family life in the early church should not

obscure the reality of which the apostle Paul had spoken when he

said that it might be better not to marry given the persecution

experienced by Christians (1 Cor. 7:25-26). Undoubtedly Chris-

tians, especially leaders, may have followed this advice rather than

subject spouses and children to the pain ofmartyrdom.

B. Heresy and Celibacy
Very early, forces were at work which were hostile to the Biblical

model of the family and the church. In important respects, we can

say that these attacks on the family are congruent with the develop-

ment ofRoman Catholicism.

1. Manichaeism, gnosticism and paganism
It was perhaps the expediency of celibacy under persecution that

first opened the door to religious celibacy in the Christian Church.

Religious celibacy is a practice with no Biblical warrant. Although

it might have been practiced by the Essenes, there is no evidence that

it was a lifetime commitment. Paganism, however, was replete with

cults which practiced celibacy, from the “vestal virgins” of Rome to

the eunuch priests of Cybele. The Manichaeans, for example,

pointed to celibacy as one of the three signs of perfection.

It is an undeniable fact, however, that the early Christian Church

very early acceded to the view that celibacy was a higher, if not the

only, form of holiness. How did these views penetrate the Church?

2. Monasticism
The initial social basis for the propagation of celibate holiness in the

Christian Church came from monasticism. Monasticism arose first

in Egypt (Schaff, Vol. III, p. 1 55), which was also the main entry

point of gnosticism into the Church. Monasticism could uphold

solitary or communal life, but in either case celibacy was affirmed

and married life renounced.

Monasticism did not originate in the Christian community. The

Manichaean rules for initiates anticipates early monastic regula-

tions. Monastics only became prominent in Christianity during the

third century. The solitary monastic life was well suited for escaping

the times of persecution directed against the church.

Early in the fourth century, Christianity became a state church

under Constantine and his successors. However, it was not until the

Emperor Julian (“the Apostate”) that monasticism received imperial

patronage late in the century. Julian himself pursued an ascetic,

nearly monastic lifestyle, although of the older, neo-Platonic type.

Julian established monasteries and nunneries throughout the empire

“without distinction of religion” (Schaff, Vol. III, p. 50).

Later emperors also favored monasticism, but only of the

Christian type. Soon celibate religious orders were established for

women as well. Husbands or wives who deserted their families to

enter a monastery or a nunnery were protected by the legal code of

the Emperor Justinian (Schaff, Vol. II, p. 1 71 ). Pagan and gnostic

monastics may have been drawn into the Christian monasteries as
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The Gnostic were divided between the two

excesses of absolute self-denial and un-

bridled self-indulgence, The Marcionites,

Carpocratians, Prodicians, false Basilidians,

and Manichaeans objected to individual

property, from hatred of the material world;

and Epiphanes, in a book ‘on Justice’ about

125.. . advocated the community of goods

and women. The more earnest of these

heretics entirely prohibited marriage and

procreation as a diabolical work.. . other

Gnostic sects substituted for it the most

shameless promiscuous intercourse. . . Schaff,
Vol. II, p. 395.

The morality of the Manichaeans was se-

verely ascetic, based on the fundamental

error of the intrinsic evil of matter and the

body… The great moral aim is to become

entirely unworldly in the Buddhistic sense;

to renounce and destroy corporeity; to set the

good soul free from the fetters of matter.

This is accomplished by the most rigid and

gloomy abstinence from all elements which

have their source in the sphere of darkness.

It was, however, only required of the elect,

not the catechumens. A distinction was

made between a higher and lower morality

similar to that in the catholic church. The

perfection of the elect consisted in a three-

fold seal or preservative (signaculum). (a)
The signaculum oris, that is, purity in words
and in diet, abstinence from all animal food

and strong drink.. . (b)The signaculum
manuum: renunciation of earthly property,
and of material and industrial pursuits, even

agriculture… (c) The signaculum sinus, or
celibacy, and abstinence from any gratifica-

tion of sensual desire. Marriage, or rather

procreation, is a contamination with

corporeity, which is essentially evil. Schaff,
Vol. II, pp. 5056.

It was under and after Constantine, and

partly as a result of the union of church

and state, the consequent transfer of the

world into the church, and the cessation

of martyrdom, that asceticism developed

itself into anchoretism and monkery.. .

Schaff, Vol. II, p. 391.
Of Jerome’s many female disciples, the

most distinguished is St. Paula. . . Repressing

the sacred feelings of a mother, she left her

daughter Ruffina and her little son Toxotius,

in spite of their prayers and tears… She

founded a monastery for Jerome, whom she

supported, and three nunneries, in which

she spent twenty years as abbess, until 404.

Schaff, Vol. III, pp. 2146.



non-Christian religious expression was repressed by the state.

3. From fathers to “Fathers”
The promotion of celibacy as a standard of piety for church leaders

struck radically at the Biblical polity of the early church. Rule by

elders was the form of church government practiced by the early

church and was rooted in an eldership made up of heads of families,

clans and tribes in the Old Testament (Shearer, Hebrew Institutions,
Social and Civil, pp. 82-3).

a. From presiding elder to bishop
Elders who ruled the church also were called “bishops” or “overseers.”

In the New Testament, the terms bishop/overseer and elder are used

interchangeably. This usage was still evident at the beginning of the

second century in the letters of Clement of Rome (Schaff, Vol. II,

p. 1 49). In the course of the second century, there was a tendency for

the term bishop or overseer to be reserved for the “president” of the

body of elders, the elder who led in worship and oversaw the

disbursement of the offerings. Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, wrote in

his letter to Trallus that the bishops “should be subject to the

presbytery” (Schaff, Vol. II, p. 1 47).

Originally, the bishop was not an ecclesiastical officer exercising

authority over several churches, but what we would call the pastor

or teaching elder of a single congregation. However, the congrega-

tion would be so large as to require that a man devote most of his

time to the church and be paid out of the offerings of the church for

his service.

The potential for a relative increase in the bishop’s power with

respect to other elders lay in his control of the growing financial

resources needed for the care of church members who were

widows, orphans, prisoners, sick and poor. Deacons acted as

assistants to the bishop.

It is among the bishops that we find the first notable instances of

celibacy beyond the monasteries. Nevertheless, few of these

bishops argued for mandatory celibacy. Celibacy was adopted due

to the exigencies of persecution and the meager financial remunera-

tion of the office. Nevertheless, the emergence of the monastic and

gnostic ideal of celibacy among these church officers represented a

basic departure from the Biblical model of church leadership.

b. From elder to priest
In ancient Israel, the elders were heads of families. We also see in the

qualifications for an elder in the New Testament the requirement

that he rule his household well (1 Tim. 3:2, 4). The principle that an

elder should be the head of his household was retained, most

noticeably in Paul’s writings.

Some may argue: how can Paul hold this view since he himself

was not married? One might answer that Paul’s apostleship was

not an ordinary office of the church. But this response while cor-

rect concedes too much. Ignatius, the bishop of Antioch, early in

the second century states, without a hint of controversy, that Paul,

like Peter, was married (“Epistle of Ignatius to the Philadelphians,”

p. 81 ). Ignatius became a leader of the very church that commis-

sioned Paul as a missionary. He lived within the lifespan of people
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. . . the wavering terminology of Irenaeus

in the interchangeable use of the words

‘bishop’ and ‘presbyter’ reminds us of

Clement of Rome, and shows that the

distinction of the two orders was not yet

fully fixed. Schaff, Vol. II, p. 149.

. . . lrenaeus, towards the close of the sec-

ond century, though himself a bishop,

makes only a relative difference between

episcopi and presbyteri; speaks of suc-

cessions of one in the same sense as of the

other; terms the office of the latter

episcopatus; and calls the bishops of

Rome ‘presbyters.’ Sometimes, it is true,

he appears to use the term ‘presbyters’ in

a more general sense, for the old men, the

fathers. Schaff, Vol. II, p. 140.

[Jerome] derives even the episcopal of-

fice, not from direct divine institution,

but from the usage of the church and

from the presidency of the presbyterium.

Schaff, Vol. III, p. 305.
The peculiarity in this Ignatian view is

that the bishop appears in it as the head

and center of a single congregation, and
not as equally the representative of the

whole church.. . The lgnatian episco-

pacy, in short, is congregational, not

diocesan; a new and growing institu-

tion, not a settled policy of apostolic

origin. Schaff, Vol. II, p. 148.

Not, however, that I blame the other

blessed [saints] because they entered

into the married state, of which I have

just spoken. For I pray that, being found

worthy of God, I may be found at their

feet in the kingdom, as at the feet of

Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob; as of

Joseph, and Isaiah, and the rest of the

prophets; as of Peter and Paul, and the

rest of the apostles, that were married

men. “Epistle of Ignatius to the Phila
delphians,” in Alexander Roberts and
James Donaldson, eds. The Ante-

Nicene Fathers, Vol. I, p. 81.

The control of the ecclesiastical revenues

vested in the bishops. The bishops dis-

tributed the funds according to the pre-

vailing custom into three or four parts: for

themselves, for their clergy, for the cur-

rent expenses of worship, and for the

poor. They frequently exposed them-

selves to the suspicion of avarice and

nepotism. Schaff, Vol. III, p. 989.



who knew Paul personally. He was certainly in a position to know

about Paul’s life. Other early church leaders also affirmed that

Paul was married.

If Paul was married, why didn’t he mention his wife in his let-

ters? But the same could be said of Peter, who called himself an

elder. None of Peter’s letters mention his wife. We have only

Paul’s allusion to the other apostles being able to travel with their
wives (1 Cor. 9:5-6) and the Gospels for evidence that Peter was

married (Mark 1 :30). It seems that references to one’s wife were not
considered appropriate in a church letter.

c. From husband to virgin
The view that Paul was not married may be a product of later church

history and commentary from the time when many of the features

of Roman Catholicism began to undermine the primitive church. It

was from that time that the eldership was transformed by the growth

of the view that church officers should be celibate. It is hard to

imagine a more radical change in the polity of the church, given the

Biblical evidence that the leadership of God’s people was placed in

the hands of men who held positions of authority in the family struc-

ture.

All the records of the church until the fifth century indicate “the

unbroken continuance of clerical marriages, especially in the East-

ern church, and at the same time the superior estimate put upon an

unmarried clergy, which gradually limited or lowered the former”

(Schaff, Vol. II, p. 406).

The movement for the celibacy of church officers was strongest

in the western Empire and would become one of the distinctives of

Roman Catholicism. In the East, the transformation was less radical;

celibacy was required only of bishops who were not married prior

to their election as bishop.

Councils representing the whole Church did not support the

demand for the celibacy of elders. “At the general council of Nice,

325, it was proposed.. . to forbid entirely the marriage of priests; but

the motion met with strong opposition, and was rejected” (Schaff,

Vol. III, p. 244).

The bishops of Rome led in the progressive restriction of

marriage among clergy. The first step was the prohibition of second

and other types of marriages by priests. The second step, the

prohibition of marriage by bishops. “The Latin Church took the

third and last step, the absolute prohibition of clerical marriage,

including even the lower orders. . .” (Schaff, Vol. II, pp. 412-3).

Bishop Siricius, who called himself Pope, decreed in a 385 letter to

the churches that priests could not be married (Schaff, Vol. III, p.

247).

These actions were upheld by the civil authority, that is, the

emperor. Even with the pretensions of the bishop of Rome to

authority over other bishops, the support of the state was necessary

to impose celibacy since bishops held varying views.

4. From bride of Christ to queen of heaven
The movement toward compulsory celibacy for elders and bishops

overlapped with growing support for the worship or “adoration” of
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. . .we not unfrequently find in the Oriental

church, so late as the fourth and fifth centu-

ries, not only priests, but even bishops living

in wedlock. Schaff, Vol. III, p. 245.

The excessive regard for celibacy and the

accompanying depreciation of marriage

date from about the middle of the second

century, and reach their height in the

Nicene age. Schaff, Vol. II, p. 399.

Sacerdotal marriage was first prohibited by

Pope Siricius (A.D. 385), then by Innocent

I (402), Leo I (440), Gregory I (590), and

by provincial Synods of Carthage (390 and

401 ), Toledo (400), Orleans (538), Orange

(441 ), Arles (443 and 452), Agde (506),

Gerunda (517). The great teachers of the

Nicene and post-Nicene age, Jerome, Au-

gustine, and Chrysostom, by their extrava-

gant laudations of the superior sanctity of

virginity, gave this legislation the weight of

their authority. St. Jerome, the author of the

Latin standard version of the Bible, took the

lead in this ascetic crusade against marriage,

and held up to the clergy as the ideal aim of

the saint, to ‘cut down the wood ofmarriage

by the axe of virginity.’ He was willing to

praise marriage, but only as the nursery of

virgins. Schaff, Vol. II, p. 412.

After the middle of the fourth century [the

Catholic church] transformed the ‘mother

of the Lord’ into a mother of God, the

humble ‘handmaid of the Lord’ into a queen

of heaven, the ‘highly favored’ into a dis-

penser of favors, the ‘blessed among women’

into an intercessor above all women, nay, we

may almost say, the redeemed daughter of

fallen Adam, who is nowhere in Holy Scrip-

ture excepted from the universal sinfulness,

into a sinlessly holy co-redeemer. Schaff,
Vol. III, p. 410.

Justinian was utterly opposed to the mar-

riage of priests, declared the children of such

connection illegitimate, and forbade the

election of a married man to the episcopal

office (A.D. 528). Schaff, Vol. III, p. 246.

The councils of Italy, Africa, Spain, and

Gaul followed the lead of Rome. The

synod of Clermont, for example (A.D.

535), declared in its twelfth canon: ‘No

one ordained deacon or priest may con-

tinue matrimonial intercourse. He is

become the brother of her who was his

wife.’ Schaff, Vol. III, p. 248.



the “Virgin Mary.” Those who focused their devotion on Mary argued

for her perpetual virginity.

As early as 360, nuns were described as “brides of Christ” in their

consecration (Schaff, Vol. III, p. 395), thus usurping language

applied to the church as a whole. Priests, in turn, became “Christ” in

the sacrifice of the Mass, which supplanted the Lord’s Supper.

The elevation of Mary virtually to the status of goddess,

eventually “Queen of Heaven,” coincided with other reversions to paganism, such as the worship of

“saints,” the term used in the New Testament simply for Christians. Even scraps of the corpses of

“Saints,” considered unclean in the Old Testament, were venerated and thought to have miraculous

powers. Images of Christ, Mary, and the Saints proliferated and

became objects of worship. All of these deviations from Biblical

Christianity followed the replacement of the eldership with a

celibate hierarchy.

5. The orthodox response
The movement towards celibacy in the fourth century was opposed

by a number of church leaders throughout the empire. Unfortu-

nately, our main source of information about these defenders of

Biblical doctrine survives only in the writings of their opponents.

Epiphanius writes, in 360, of the elder Aerius (not Arius) of Sebaste,

who opposed monasticism and denied the superiority of bishops to

elders (Schaff, Vol. III, p. 233). Another fourth-century church

leader, Jovinian, called the prohibition of marriage a Manichaean

error (Schaff, Vol. III, p. 229). We know of Jovinian largely because

of Jerome’s polemics against him. Jerome also denounced a book by

Helvidius, in 383, which argued that marriage was equal in honor to

celibacy (Schaff, Vol. III, p. 231 ). In 409, Vigilantius, an elder of

Barcelona, gained the ire of Jerome for his criticism of the clerical

celibacy, asceticism and superstition which monasticism had brought

into the church. According to Jerome, Vigilantius even argued that

monastic celibacy led to sexual immorality.

These same men criticized other related deviations in Christian

doctrine such as the veneration of Mary and the Saints. For example,

Helvidius argued that Mary had naturally conceived and given birth

to other children after Jesus’ virgin birth.

C. From House Church to Cathedral
In a church in which married life was considered to be incompat-

ible with true holiness, the home was unlikely to remain a center

of worship, either for congregations or families. In the third and

fourth centuries, another radical transformation, related to the

changes already discussed, took place in the setting ofworship.

In the period after the destruction of the Temple in 70 until

the early third century, all Christian worship of which we have

any record was held in private homes. The first church building

was authorized in Rome in 230. The middle of the third century

marks the beginning of widespread church construction. How-

ever, the most significant phase of construction took place from

the time of Constantine (312 A.D.). Imperial patronage was the

source of funding for pagan temples before (and during) the

reign of Constantine. Christian churches began to receive similar

patronage under Constantine and were soon the exclusive recipi-
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Jovinian held.. . virgins, widows, and

married persons, who have once been

baptized into Christ, have equal merit,

other things in their conduct being equal.

Schaff, Vol. III, p. 228.

In the beginning of the fifth century.. . the

worship of saints appeared in full bloom,

and then Mary .. . was soon placed at the

head, as the most blessed queen of the

heavenly host. . . Schaff, Vol. III, p. 423.

About the year 230, Alexander Severus

granted the Christians the right to a place

in Rome.. . After the middle of the third

century, the building of churches began in

great earnest, as the Christians enjoyed

over forty years of repose (260-303), and

multiplied so fast that, according to

Eusebius, more spacious places of devo-

tion became everywhere necessary.. . With

Constantine the Great begins the era of

church architecture, and its first style is

the Basilica. The emperor himself set the

example, and built magnificent churches

in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and

Constantinople, which however, have

undergone many changes. His contem-

porary, the historian Eusebius, gives us

the first account of a church edifice which

Paulinus built in Tyre between A.D. 31 3

and 322. Schaff, Vol. II, p. 200.

Jerome wrote, about 383, with indignation

and bitterness against Helvidius and Jovinian,

who, citing Scripture passages and earlier

church teachers, like Tertullian, maintained

that Mary bore children to Joseph after the

birth of Christ. He saw in this doctrine a

desecration of the temple of the Holy Ghost,

and he even compares Helvidius to

Erostratus, the destroyer of the temple at

Ephesus. Schaff, Vol. III, p. 418.

Vigilantius. . . a presbyter of Barcelona.. .

wrote, in the beginning of the fifth century,
against the ascetic spirit of the age and the

superstition connected with it. Schaff,
Vol. III, p. 232.



ents of these funds when Christianity became the state church.

Church buildings tended to be patterned after the basilica, the

imperial edifice which combined trade and jurisprudence. Exist-

ing basilicas were simply taken over by churches, with the

bishops taking the seat of the Roman judges who had condemned

Christians in the same place in years past. The dungeons in which

Christians had been interred in the basements of the basilicas now

became vaults for the burial of ecclesiastical dignitaries.

Seating in the basilicas moved toward the pattern of the

synagogue in which men and women were separated by a

partition. There is no evidence that any part of the early church

adopted this unbiblical practice in congregational worship.

However, in the worship of the nascent Roman Catholic Church,

the entire family was fragmented. “When the congregation

gathered, the men were on one side of the church and the women

on the other. . . The youths were by themselves, sitting or

standing. The older people were to sit and the mothers with

children had a special place” (Kenneth Scott Latourette, A
History of Christianity, Vol. I, Beginnings to 1500, pp. 201 -2).
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The basilicas, or royal halls, were public

judicial and mercantile buildings. . . in the

form of a long rectangle, consisting of a

main hall, or main nave, two, often four,

side naves, which were separated by

colonnades from the central space.. . At the

end of the hall, opposite the entrance,

stood a semicircular, somewhat elevated

niche (apsis, tribune). . . where were the

seats of the judges and advocates and

where judicial business was transacted.

Under the floor of the tribunal was some-

times a cellar-like place of confinement. . .

[T]he basilica in which Christ and innu-

merable martyrs were condemned to

death, [became] a place of worship for the

crucified One. The judicial tribunal be-

came the altar; the seat of the praetor

behind it became the bishop’s chair; the

benches of the jurymen became the seats

of presbyters; the hall of business and

trade became a place of devotion for the

faithful people; the subterranean jail be-

came a crypt or burial place. . . Schaff,
Vol. III, pp. 5523.



VIII. THE FAMILY AND THE REFORMATION
A. The Bible Reenters the Home

During the era of Roman Papal domination of the Western church, family worship and spiritual

leadership by the head of the household virtually disappeared from the historical record. Both of these

Biblical distinctives of the Christian family reappeared in the prelude to the Reformation. They

reached their highest development in those churches of the Reformation that embraced covenant

theology and Presbyterian church government.

Family worship was a natural development of the Reformation and, in a sense, its precondition, if

understood as present in family Bible reading. The revival of family worship in the Reformation should

be located in that most important cause of the Reformation in general: the dissemination of the Bible

to ordinary people. The availability of Scripture in the language of the head of the household is

essential to conducting family worship. The celibate hierarchy of the Roman church was able to

maintain its control, in part, by making the Bible, by then in the Latin Vulgate translated by Jerome, the

monopoly of the clergy.

The Vulgate, a version of the “common text” found in a variety of ancient Christian churches, was

aimed at the Latin speaking population of the Roman Empire in the west. However, with the breakup

of the western Empire, Latin fragmented into several, increasingly diverse languages. These

languages became sufficiently distinct from Latin to make the Vulgate unreadable even to the declining

number who were literate. Since the church had little interest in developing translations which could

be read by the common people, the Vulgate became the property of the ecclesiastical elite.

There is a definite correspondence between those parts of Europe that later gave birth to the

Reformation and the translation of the Bible into common languages. One of the earliest was the

Gothic Bible of the fourth century, which may have influenced later efforts to translate the Bible into

German, which were drawn on by Luther. In the ninth century, the Moravian Empire in central Europe

invited the Greek churchman Cyril to translate the Bible into their language, an ancestor to modern

Czech. This early version is known as the “Old Slavonic.” Thus, Bohemia and Moravia, by the time

of Jan Hus, already had a history of having the Bible in their language. Bible translations also were

found, in the 12th century, in Romanche and Provencal, dialects spoken in the areas of Waldensian

activity in the Alps and southern France (Houghton, Sketches in Church History, p. 63). In 1 384, John
Wycliffe finished his translation of the Bible into English. The printing of the Gutenberg Bible, in 1452,
marked the beginning of the mass production of Bibles in vernacular languages which also were

affordable by middle class families.

B. The Revival of Family Worship
It is likely that Biblical patterns of family worship persisted without publicity in isolated areas of

“Christendom.” In the Alps, the Waldensians, tracing their roots to Vigilantius in the fourth century,

referred to their leaders as “pastors and heads of families” (Wylie, History of the Waldenses, p. 60).
The Waldensian Catechism was virtually identical to that of the Bohemian Brethren, who called their

ministers “elders.” Both catechisms included an appendix on “Household Duties.” The Bohemian

catechism, dated between 1467 and 1521 (Schaff, Creeds of Christendom, Vol. I, p. 572), was used by
Luther as a model for his Small Catechism (1531 ), which also included an appendix on “Household Duties.”

William Tyndale’s translation of the Bible into English (1 526) played a major role in bringing

God’s word into the homes of “laymen” (Philip Hughes, The
Reformation in England, Vol. I, p. 1 44). Tyndale believed that

“every man ought to preach in word and deed unto his household

and to them that are under his governance” (Cited in Leland Ryken,

Worldly Saints: The Puritans As They Really Were, note 96, p.
242). By 1599, the Geneva Bible, based on Tyndale’s text, added

many “Calvinist annotations for household use” (Bremer, The
Puritan Experiment, p. 1 2). A number of the notes argued for

family worship and instruction by the head of the household.
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They were well instructed which obeyed

to be circumcised without resistance:

which thing declareth that masters in

their houses ought to be as preachers to

their families, that from the hi[gh]est to

the lowest they may obey the will of

God. Note for Genesis 17:27 in the
Geneva Bible.



Puritanism, in the British Isles, is known as an effort to continue

the Reformation of the church in the area of worship and church

government. However, the Puritans also sought to reform family

life according to Biblical principles. According to J.I. Packer, as a

result of their efforts, they “were creators of the English Christian

marriage, the English Christian family, and the English Christian

home” (A Quest for Godliness, p. 260).
For the Puritans, family life was part of God’s calling to a holy

life. Indeed, it was among the most important of callings. In his very

influential Of Domesticall Duties, Thomas Gouge affirmed that “a
conscionable performance of household duties in regard to the end

and fruit therof, may be accounted a publicke worke. Yea, if

domesticall duties be well and thoroughly performed, they will bee

even enough to take up a man’s whole time.. .” (cited by Packer, p. 272).

While all members of a household could have a proper calling,

special responsibilities were assigned to the head of the family.

The Scots were more advanced than other Reformed churches

in the area of family worship. By the end of the sixteenth century, the

Assembly of the Church of Scotland had moved toward making

family religion a primary concern in pastoral visitation.

C. The Westminster Standards
The Westminster Confession of Faith represents the creedal pin-

nacle of the Reformed faith for both Scotland and England. In the

Westminster Assembly (1643-1649), all Puritan elements (Presbyte-

rian, Congregational and Episcopal) were able to formulate a

consensus statement of faith.

The preface to the collected Westminster Standards is ad-

dressed “especially to Heads of Families.” Indeed, the preface gives

the reader the impression that the Westminster divines conceived of

their work as being used primarily in family instruction. The bulk of

the preface is devoted to advising heads of families to carry out the

duties of improving their own knowledge of the Bible and looking

after the spiritual condition of those under their charge. (“To the

Christian Reader, Especially Heads of Families” in The Confession
of Faith..., pp. 3-6). A second preface, from the hand of Thomas

Manton, reinforces the emphasis of the framers of the Confession on
family instruction. In Manton’s view, “A family is the seminary of

Church and State” and, citing 1 Timothy 3:4, “By family discipline,

officers are trained for the church” (“Mr. Thomas Manton’s Epistle
to the Reader” in The Confession of Faith..., p. 7).

The Confession does not include a section on family worship but
assumes that it is a daily practice. In chapter XXI, section VI, family

worship is acknowledged as one of the three settings for worship, the

other two being congregational and personal, or secret, worship. The

Larger Catechism also takes family worship for granted. The

Answer to Question 156 discusses the reading of Scripture in the

same three settings ofworship as the Confession.
Two of the English members of the Assembly were noted for

their commitment to family religion. William Gouge had written Of
Domesticall Duties in 1622, in which he called every family a “little
church.” Daniel Cawdrey (1588-1664) filled a position vacated by
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By the Act of Assembly, 1 596, ratified

December 17, 1 8, 1 638, among other

provisions for the visitation of churches,

by presbyteries, the following questions

were proposed to the heads of families:

“Do the elders visit the families within

the quarter and bounds assigned to them?

Are they careful to have the worship of
God set up in the families of their
bounds?” The minister, also, is directed

in his pastoral visits, to ask, “Whether

God be worshipped in the family, by

prayers, praises, and reading of the Scrip-

tures? Concerning the behaviour of ser-

vants towards God and towards man; if

they attend family and public worship? lf

there be catechizing in the family.”

Alexander, p. 24.

It was the husband’s responsibility to

channel the family into religion; to take

them to church on the Lord’s Day, and

oversee the sanctifying of that entire day

in the home; to catechise the children,

and teach them the faith; to examine the

whole family after each sermon, to see

how much had been retained and under-

stood, and to fill any gaps in under-

standing that might remain; to lead the

family in worship daily, ideally twice a

day; and to set an example of sober

godliness at all times and in all matters.

To this end, he must be willing to take

time out to learn the faith that he is

charged to teach. J. I. Packer, A Quest

for Godliness: The Puritan Vision of

the Christian Life, p. 270.

Neither prayer, nor any other part of reli-

gious worship, is now, under the Gospel,

either tied unto, or made more acceptable by

any place in which it is performed, or

towards which it is directed: But God is to

be worshipped everywhere, in spirit and

truth; as in private families daily, and in

secret, each one by himself; so more

solemnly in the publick assemblies, which

are not carelessly or wilfully to be ne-

glected, or forsaken, when God, by His

Word or providence calls thereunto.

Westminster Confession ofFaith, XXI.VI.
Q.156. Is the Word ofGod to be read by all?
A. Although all are not to be permitted to
read the Word publickly to the congregation,

yet all sorts of people are bound to read it

apart by themselves, and with their families:

to which end, the holy scriptures are to be

translated out of the original into vulgar

languages. Larger Catechism.



a member of the Assembly. In 1656, he wrote Family Reformation
Promoted, a practical manual on family religion using a question-and-
answer format. Cawdrey emphasized that the content of his work

was based on his father Robert Cawdrey’s tract, A Godly Form of
Household Government. A number of Cawdrey’s ideas appear in

the writings of Puritans after him. For example, Cawdrey argued

that the Christian “chief householder” acts “in Christ’s stead to his

family” and exercises the offices of prophet, priest, and king in his

instruction, prayer and rule in the family (Cawdrey, pp. 58-9).

D. The Directory for Family Worship
Despite the writings of men such as Gouge and Cawdrey, it was an

anonymous church document that played the greatest role in

encouraging the practice of family worship. The Church of Scotland

adopted the Westminster Standards in toto in 1647. The Scots, who
had been a major force in the Assembly, included the Directory for
Family Worship, which has continued, to this day, as one of the
confessional documents of the Scottish Presbyterians.

1. The church and families
The importance attributed to family worship by the Church of

Scotland may be gauged by the fact that its encouragement and

maintenance were assigned to all levels of church government: the

General Assembly, provincial synods, presbyteries and local church

sessions. Moreover, elders were appointed specifically to see to it

that this matter was investigated.

a. Responsibility
In the event that any families were found negligent in practicing

family worship, responsibility was placed directly on the shoulders

of the head of the family. If first a private warning, and second a

meeting with the session did not correct this problem, he would be

barred from taking part in the Lord’s Supper.

That such discipline was envisioned, is a token of how wide-

spread family worship was among the Scottish Presbyterians. If

such discipline were undertaken today, few men would be present

on communion Sunday.

b. Three types of worship
The Puritans and Presbyterians of that day saw only three forms of

worship in which legitimate authority was present. Congregational,

or public, worship was under the control of the session. Private, or

family, worship was led by the head of the household. The only

other valid setting was individual or secret worship.

2. Worship outside the congregation
These three types of worship are all the worship of the church. The

worship of the church is thus not to be limited to what happens in

congregational worship. The advance of godliness requires the

Biblical observance of all aspects ofworship.

a. Secret, or personal, worship
The conduct of secret worship, or individual devotions, prayer, and

Bible reading also is a responsibility of the church. It is not a

“personal” matter in the sense that it may be left to the discretion

of the individual. Pastors and heads of families were expected to

encourage this practice daily among those in their charge (DFW,
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The General Assembly.. . doth appoint min-

isters and ruling elders in each congregation

to take special care that these Directions be

observed and followed; as likewise, that

presbyteries and provincial synods enquire

and make trial whether the said Directions

be duly observed in their bounds; and to

reprove or censure (according to the quality

of the offence), such as shall be found to be

reprovable or censurable therein. And, to

the end that these directions may not be

rendered ineffectual and unprofitable among

some, through the usual neglect of the very

substance of the duty of Family-worship, the

Assembly doth further require and appoint

ministers and ruling elders to make diligent

search and enquiry, in the congregations

committed to their charge respectively,

whether there be among them any family or

families which use to neglect this necessary

duty; and if such family be found, the head

of the family is to be first admonished

privately to amend his fault; and, in case of

his continuing therein, he is to be gravely

and sadly reproved by the session; after

which reproof, if he be found still to neglect

Family-worship, let him be, for his obsti-

nacy in such an offence, suspended and

debarred from the Lord’s supper, as being

justly esteemed unworthy to communicate

therein, till he amend.

BESIDES the publick worship in congre-

gations, mercifully established in this

land in great purity, it is expedient and

necessary that secret worship of each

person alone, and private worship of

families, be pressed and set up; that, with

national reformation, the profession and

power of godliness, both personal and

domestick, be advanced.

I.And first, for secret worship. . . it becometh
not only pastors, within their several charges,

to press persons of all sorts to perform this

duty morning and evening, and at other

occasions; but also it is incumbent to the

head of every family to have a care, that both

themselves, and all within their charge, be

daily diligent herein.

II. The ordinary duties comprehended un-
der the exercise of piety which should be in

families, when they are convened to that

effect, are these: First, Prayer and praises

performed with a special reference, as well

to the publick condition of the kirk of God

and this kingdom, as to the present case of

the family, and every member thereof. Next,

Reading of the scriptures, with catechising

in a plain way, that the understanding of the

simpler may be better enabled to profit under

the publick ordinances, and they made more

capable to understand the scriptures when



Section I).

b. Private, or family, worship
The three basic elements of family worship are: 1 ) prayer and praise;

2) Bible reading and explanation (catechizing) “in a plain way”

accompanied by discussion (conferences); and 3) discipline (admo-

nition and rebuke). Prayer and praise are usually thought of as two

distinct elements of worship. However, the Directory reflects the

Biblical tendency to group them together, with little distinction as

to whether they be spoken or sung. Note that discipline is viewed

as an element ofworship (DFW, Section II).
3. Reading Scripture with the family

In Section III, the Directory asserts that the interpretation of Scrip-
ture is “a part of the ministerial calling which none (however

otherwise qualified) should take upon himself in any place.” How-

ever, the Directory goes on to invest the head of the family with
something like this ministerial calling in the discussion following the

reading of Scripture. This is consistent with the view that the family

was a proper setting for worship with a Biblically approved leader

in the head of the household.

Discussion was viewed as an important complement to the

reading, especially for those members of the family who could not

speak in the congregation, that is, the women and children. The

discussion led by the head of the household was to focus on the

practical applications of the Scripture reading, especially warning

and rebuke.

4. Leading family worship
It bears emphasizing that the Directory clearly views the male head
of the household as the person in charge of all aspects of family

worship. However, ministers also are held accountable for the

encouraging and equipping of the men to assume this responsibility:

“the minister is to stir up such as are lazy, and train up such as are

weak, to a fitness to these exercises” (DFW, Section IV). Thus no
minister could blame the heads of families in his congregation for

their failure to lead in family worship without at the same time

confessing his own pastoral failing.

The position of the head of the household was so vested with

ecclesiastical standing that if such be unfit to lead family worship,

another in the family could take his place only with the approval of

the session, which was then accountable to presbytery.

The Directory admits the possibility that wealthy men might hire
chaplains to carry out their responsibilities. Other Presbyterians and

Puritans denied that such heads of households were exempt from

this Biblical injunction.

It is interesting to see that even a pastoral visitation was not

considered grounds for dividing the family. Only exceptional

circumstances could permit a minister to discuss a matter with only

one member or part of a family (DFW, Section IV).
The Directory was very concerned about persons who asserted

spiritual authority, yet who were neither called to ministry nor the

head of a household and compared such persons to those spoken of

by Paul in 2 Timothy 3:6-7 (DFW, Section V).
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they are read; together with godly confer-

ences attending to the edification of all

members in the most holy faith: as also,

admonition and rebuke, upon just reason,

from those who have authority in the family.

III. As the charge and office of interpreting
the holy scriptures is a part of the ministerial

calling, which none (however otherwise

qualified) should take upon him in any

place, but he that is duly called thereunto by

God and his kirk; so in every family where

there is any that can read, the holy scriptures

should be read ordinarily to the family; and

it is commendable, that thereafter they con-

fer, and by way of conference make some

good use of what hath been read and heard.

As, for example, if any sin be reproved in the

word read, use may be made thereof to make

all the family circumspect and watchful

against the same; or if any judgment be

threatened, or mentioned to have been in-

flicted, in that portion of scripture which is

read, use may be made to make all the family

fear lest the same or a worse judgment befall

them, unless they beware of the sin that

procured it: and, finally, if any duty be

required, or comfort held forth in a promise,

use may be made to stir up themselves to

employ Christ for strength to enable them

for doing the commanded duty, and to apply

the offered comfort. In all which the master

of the family is to have the chief hand; and

any member of the family may propose a

question or doubt for resolution.

IV. The head of the family is to take care that
none of the family withdraw himself from

any part of family-worship: and, seeing the

ordinary performance of all parts of family-

worship belongeth properly to the head of

the family, the minister is to stir up such as

are lazy, and train up such as are weak, to a

fitness to these exercises; it being always free

to persons of quality to entertain one ap-

proved by the presbytery for performing

family-exercise. And in other families,

where the head of the family is unfit, that

another, constantly residing in the family,

approved by the minister and session, may

be employed in that service, wherein the

minister and session are to be accountable to

the presbytery. And if a minister, by divine

Providence, be brought to any family, it is

requisite that at no time he convene a part of

the family for worship, secluding the rest,

except in singular cases especially concern-

ing these parties, which (in Christian pru-

dence) need not, or ought not, to be imparted

to others.

V. Let no idler, who hath no particular

calling, or vagrant person under pretence

of a calling, be suffered to perform wor-



5. Participation in family worship
Family worship was to be limited to the members of the household

and guests at meals. People outside the family were not otherwise

to be invited to join in family worship (DFW, Section VI).
The Directory opposes “meetings of persons of divers families”

as detrimental to congregational and family worship. They are also

viewed as a cause of division in the church. This concern seems to

be rooted in the fact that such meetings operate outside the

authorities established by the Bible for the church; that is, they are

presided over neither by a minister nor by the head of the family

(DFW, Section VII).
Meetings of diverse families would include the “small group”

Bible studies so common today. Indeed, these groups are very often

led by persons who would not be qualified to lead congregational or

family worship. Small groups can become a source of factionalism

in the church, and even function as a “church within a church.”

Although the Directory is opposed to meetings of diverse

families as regular occasions for instruction and worship, under

exceptional circumstances, such as travel, such meetings were

permitted. The group of believers thus brought together would

choose the most qualified person from their ranks to lead in worship

(DFW, Section XIV). [Not cited in the side column.]
6. The family on the Lord’s Day

Family worship’s contribution to congregational worship is espe-

cially evident on the Lord’s Day. After the entire family has

benefited from the preaching of the Word, they should discuss at

home what they have heard. Family worship would be a time and

place for questions to be posed by the women and children, rather

than in the assembly on the Lord’s Day (DFW, Section VIII).
The modem practice of removing the children from the service

for “children’s church” would have been alien to the framers of the
Directory. How could the family discuss a sermon together that

they had not all heard?

The Directory reflects the Confession’s view that, on Sunday, the
entire day was to be taken up with congregational worship and godly

discussion, reading, meditation and prayer in the home. Thus,

family worship was not set aside on Sunday. Indeed, given the view

of the Confession and the Directory, most of the worship on the
Lord’s Day would take place in the home.

7. Prayer for the family
The Directory encouraged “so many as can conceive prayer” to stir
up “the spirit of prayer” by being “more fervent and frequent in

secret prayer” so that they could better pray for their family. Forms

of prayers were recommended for those uncomfortable with ex
tempore prayer (DFW, Section IX). (The formal prayers of the

Directory are not included in the section cited in the side column and
would have followed the ellipses.)

8. The urgency of family worship
Family worship was to be viewed as the first priority of family life,

not as an optional activity. In particular, activities related to worldly

concerns or pressure from the ungodly were not to be given
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ship in families, to or for the same; seeing

persons tainted with errors, or aiming at

division, may be ready (after that man-

ner) to creep into houses and lead captive

silly and unstable souls.

VI. At family-worship, a special care is
to be had that each family keep by

themselves; neither requiring, inviting,

nor admitting persons from divers fami-

lies, unless it be those who are lodged

with them, or at meals, or otherwise

with them upon some lawful occasion.

VII. Whatsoever have been the effects and
fruits of meetings of persons of divers fami-

lies in the times of corruption or trouble, (in

which case many things are commendable,

which otherwise are not tolerable,) yet, when

God hath blessed us with peace and purity of

the gospel, such meetings of persons of

divers families (except in cases mentioned

in these Directions) are to be disapproved, as

tending to the hindrance of the religious

exercise of each family by itself, to the

prejudice of the publick ministry, to the

rending of the families of particular congre-

gations, and (in progress of time) of the

whole kirk. Besides many offences which

may come thereby, to the hardening of the

hearts of carnal men, and grief of the godly.

VIII. On the Lord’s day, after every one of
the family apart, and the whole family

together, have sought the Lord (in whose

hands the preparation ofmen’s hearts are) to

fit them for the publick worship, and to bless

to them the publick ordinances, the master

of the family ought to take care that all within

his charge repair to the publick worship, that

he and they may join with the rest of the

congregation: and the publick worship be-

ing finished, after prayer, he should take an

account what they have heard; and thereaf-

ter, to spend the rest of the time which they

may spare in catechising, and in spiritual

conferences upon the word of God: or else

(going apart) they ought to apply themselves

to reading, meditation, and secret prayer,

that they may confirm and increase their

communion with God: that so the profit

which they found in the publick ordinance

may be cherished and promoved [promoted],

and they more edified unto eternal life.

IX. So many as can conceive prayer, ought
to make use of that gift of God; albeit those

who are rude and weaker may begin at a set

form of prayers but so as they be not sluggish

in stirring up in themselves (according to

their daily necessities) the spirit of prayer,

which is given to all the children of God

some measure to which effect they ought to

be more fervent and frequent in secret prayer

to God, for enabling of their hearts to con-



preference over God’s will for the family.

The Directory held that the head of the household should use his
authority to see to it that family worship was encouraged. More-

over, Christians were to use the positions of influence granted to

them by God to promote family worship (DFW, Section X).
Family worship is vital to the edification of the church. Edifica-

tion, indeed, means the building of a house, the temple of God

through the Holy Spirit. The temple is Christ’s body, and He is the

head of that household. It also cannot be said that we are edifying

one another in the household of God if we are not encouraging the

building of godly households. The warning and rebuke of those

who fall short of this injunction are expressions of love and discipline

(DFW, Section XII).
9. Promoting godliness... dispelling false religion

The Directory views family worship as an important means of grace
unto sanctification. This view is not unique to the Scottish Presby-

terians of that time. It was very general and continued to be

widespread into the nineteenth century.

Much of what contemporary evangelicalism considers to be a

mark of piety, for example women’s Bible studies and small group

meetings, would be viewed as a mere “pretext of religious exercise.”

As meetings without Biblical leadership, in the framework of the

Directory they are viewed as “works, not of the Spirit but of the
flesh.. .” (DFW, p. 8).

E. Puritanism After Westminster
Puritanism weakened as a force in Britain after the experiment in

holding political power resulted in the dictatorship of Oliver

Cromwell. Although the Presbyterians rejected Cromwell’s meth-

ods, they and the other Puritans were not spared the repression that

followed with the restoration of an anti-Puritan monarchy.

1. The Nonconformists
Those who did not submit to the re-establishment of the episcopal

state church, in 1662, were called “Nonconformists.” Family wor-

ship became virtually the only worship consonant with the demands

of conscience for many of those in conflict with the state church.

2. Richard Baxter
Richard Baxter was one of those forced from their pulpits in the

“great ejection” of Puritans from preaching in the Church of

England after the end of Cromwell’s regime. His parish,

Kidderminster, was well known even a century later as a place of

great spirituality among the populace, due, it was held, to Baxter’s

influence (Packer, pp. 46-7). After losing his pulpit, Baxter pastored

from house to house, visiting the families of his parish in their homes.

These visits contributed to Baxter’s A Christian Directory, a large and still very relevant
manual of pastoral care. Published in 1673, but written 1664-65, a

large, book-length part of Baxter’s Christian Directory is devoted
to the family. It is titled “Christian Economics” based on the archaic

usage of the word, which reflects the proper sense of the Greek root

oikonomos as the manager of a household, in the Christian case the
spiritual leader of a family.

The family head is essential to Baxter’s view of family worship

page 51

It is the will ofGod that the rulers of families

should teach those that are under them the

doctrine of salvation, i.e. the doctrine ofGod

concerning salvation, and the terms on

which it is to be had, and the means to be used

for attaining it, and all duties requisite on our

parts thereunto. Baxter, p. 414.

ceive, and their tongues to express, conve-

nient desires to God for their family.. .

X. These exercises ought to be performed in
great sincerity, without delay, laying aside

all exercises of worldly business or hin-

drances, notwithstanding the mockings of

atheists and profane men; in respect of the

great mercies of God to this land, and of his

severe corrections wherewith lately he hath

exercised us. And to this effect, persons of

eminency (and all elders of the kirk) not only

ought to stir up themselves and families to

diligence herein, but also to concur effectu-

ally, that in all other families, where they

have power and charge, the said exercises be

conscionably performed.. .

XII. Seeing the word of God requireth that
we should consider one another, to provoke

unto love and good works; therefore, at all

times, and specially in this time, wherein

profanity abounds, and mockers, walking

after their own lusts, think it strange that

others run not with them to the same excess

of riot; every member of this kirk ought to stir

up themselves, and one another, to the duties

of mutual edification, by instruction, admo-

nition, rebuke; exhorting one another to

manifest the grace ofGod in denying ungod-

liness and worldly lusts, and in living godly,

soberly, and righteously in this present

world; by comforting the feeble-minded,

and praying with or for one another. . .

P.8 The drift and scope of all these Directions
is no other, but that, upon the one part, the

power and practice of godliness, amongst all

ministers and members of this kirk, accord-

ing to their several places and vocations,

may be cherished and advanced, and all

impiety and mocking of religious exercises

suppressed: and upon the other part, that,

under the name and pretext of religious

exercise, no such meeting or practices be

allowed, as are apt to breed error, scandal,

schism, contempt, or misregard of the publick

ordinances and ministers, or neglect of the

duties of particular callings, or such other

evils as are the works, not of the Spirit, but

of the flesh, and are contrary to truth and

peace. The Directory for Family Worship.



and instruction. Baxter asserts that it is God’s will that this

instruction be carried out by “the rulers of the families.” For a male

head of the household to fail to do so, or to have another instruct in

the family is contrary to his position of authority.

Baxter considers discipline to be an element of family worship.

He compares control over, admission to, or expulsion from, the family

as part of discipline to the power of the elders to admit new members

to the church and excommunicate from the church those refusing

correction for grievous sin (Baxter, p. 41 5).

As with the Directory for Family Worship, Baxter mentions
prayer and praise together as part of family worship. He adds that

it is “of divine appointment” (Baxter, p. 41 5).

Baxter asserted that the spiritual headship of the family meant

that the husband also must teach his wife (Direction V). Deficiency

in this task was merely evidence that it was not being done and was,

thus, a reason for shame, not a valid excuse.

In Baxter’s view, the head “must be the principal teacher of the

family” (Baxter, Direction VI). In terms of natural intelligence,

husbands and wives tend to be equally endowed. In the Biblical view

of the head’s role, teaching is not based on a notion that women are
not able to teach. Instead, it is the very exercise of headship that

requires the head to be a spiritual leader, that is, to teach the Bible.

Whatever his disabilities, he must seek to overcome them. Obedi-

ence in the assumption of spiritual leadership through regular family

worship, especially Bible reading is the most important means of

overcoming these disabilities. Baxter considered negligence by the

husband in spiritual leadership to be a sin and the assumption of these

responsibilities by the wife to be his shame and dishonor, even

though it “be cast upon her” (Baxter, Directions VI & VII).

Husbands were to pray for the family when they were gathered

together. In this capacity the head would act, “as it were,” as the

family priest. This duty also was not to be given to his wife (Direct.

VII).

Baxter is careful to distinguish between those elements of

worship which are proper only in the congregation. For example,

he notes that the Lord’s Supper and baptism are inappropriate in

family worship. Baxter follows the twice daily, morning and

evening, pattern for family worship (Baxter, p. 421 )

3. Matthew Henry
The role of the head of the family was given the highest possible

status by Matthew Henry. In a 1704 sermon on family religion,

Henry followed Cawdrey in arguing that the head of the family holds

all of the offices of Christ with respect to his household: prophet,

priest and king. Henry’s design for family religion is based on the
exercise of these three offices (Matthew Henry, “A Church in the

House. A Sermon Concerning Family Religion,” in The Complete
Works of Matthew Henry, Vol. I, p. 251 ). As a prophet, the head of
the family teaches doctrine through the reading of Scripture and

catechizing. The head’s priestly office is expressed in praying for his

family. His exercise of discipline reflects the office of king, both in

encouraging godly behavior and discouraging sinful practices.
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Masters of families, who preside in the

other affairs of the house, must go be-

fore their households in the things of

God. They must be as prophets, priests,

and kings in their own families; and as

such they must keep up family-doctrine,

family-worship, and family-discipline:

then is there a church in the house, and

that is the family religion I am persuad-

ing you to. Matthew Henry, “A Church
in the House. A Sermon Concerning
Family Religion,” p. 251.

Direct. V. The husband is to excel the

wife in knowledge, and be her teacher in

the matters that belong to her salvation.

He must instruct her in the word of God,

and direct her in particular duties, and

help her to subdue her own corruptions,

and labour to confirm her against temp-

tations; if she doubt of any thing that he

can resolve her in, she is to ask his

resolution, and he is to open to her at

home the things which she understood

not in the congregation, I Cor. xiv. 35.

But if the husband be indeed an ignorant

sot, or have made himself unable to in-

struct his wife, she is not bound to ask him

in vain, to teach her that which he

understandeth not himself. Those hus-

bands that despise the word of God, and

live in wilful ignorance, do not only

despise their own souls, but their families

also; and making themselves unable for

their duties. . .

Direct. VI. The husband must be the

principal teacher of the family. He must

instruct them, and examine them, and

rule them about the matters of God as well

as his own service, and see that the Lord’s
Day and worship be observed by all that

are within his gates. And therefore he

must labour for such understanding and

ability as is necessary hereunto. And if he

be unable or negligent, it is his sin, and

will be his shame. If the wife be wiser and

abler, and it be cast upon her, it is his

dishonour; but if neither of them do it, the

sin and shame, and suffering, will be

common to them both.

Direct. VII. The husband is to be the

mouth of the family, in their daily con-

junct prayers unto God. Therefore he

must be able to pray, and also have a

praying heart. He must be as it were the

priest of the household; and therefore

should be the most holy, that he may be fit

to stand between them and God, and to offer

up prayers to him. If this be cast on the wife,

it will be his dishonour Baxter, p. 439.



Although Matthew Henry was the best known Puritan preacher

of his time, he asserted, without fear of controversy, that his view of

the role of the head of the family was one in which “all agree”

(Henry, p. 249). Henry’s works, along with those of Baxter and

the Directory for Family Worship, as we shall see, exercised a

major influence on the British who emigrated to the American

colonies.
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. . .I am now speaking of churches, con-

cerning which there is no controversy.

All agree that masters of families who

profess religion, and the fear of God

themselves, should, according to the

talents they are intrusted with, maintain

and keep up religion and the fear of God

in their families. . . Henry, p. 249.



IX. FAMILY WORSHIP IN EARLY AMERICA
A. Reformed Revivalism

Family worship was carried to the thirteen colonies by English

Puritans, Scottish Presbyterians, and French Huguenot refugees.

However, family worship was not merely a transplanted prac-

tice. For Reformed people it became a focus of their strategy for

spiritual revival under the conditions of the American frontier.

1. Puritans and Presbyterians
Family worship was preached and practiced by Puritans in New

England in the 17th century. However, toward the end of the

century, concern regarding the neglect of these family duties

elicited a number of sermons and church resolutions exhorting

heads of households to greater diligence in their responsibilities

(Edmund S. Morgan, The Puritan Family, p. 1 40).
In 1733, the Synod of Philadelphia, representing Presbyterians

from New York to Virginia, addressed the need for “some proper

means to revive the declining Power of Godliness” in the colo-

nies. The method endorsed was “ministerial visitation of fami-

lies” to encourage “family and secret worship according to the

westminster Directory.” This could only refer to the Directory
for Family Worship (Minutes of the Presbyterian Church in
America 17061788, Sept. 22, 1 733, p. 116). The Westminster

Directory of Public Worship does not cover family and secret

worship. Apparently the Directory for Family Worship was

viewed as a document of the Westminster Assembly. The

meeting of the Synod, the following year, again took up the

Synod’s effort to “revive the decaying Power of Godliness” and

noted that the order to carry out visitation to promote worship

in the home “has not yet been fully put into Execution.” The

order was renewed, but without recommending means for its

implementation (Minutes. . . Sept. 1 9, 1 734, p. 11 9).
The motivating force behind these actions appears to have

been William Tennent and his sons. These meetings of the Synod

of Philadelphia took place on the very eve of the Great Awaken-

ing in which the Tennents would play the most important role

among Presbyterians. And yet, family worship was the only

means recommended by the Synod for spiritual revival. Indeed,

the view of the home as “a teaching and nurturing cell, or unit,

of the Church was an essential part of the.. . strategy of the

Tennents” (Leonard J. Trinterud, The Forming of An American
Tradition: A Reexamination of Colonial Presbyterianism, pp.

76-77).

2. The Great Awakening
This view of family worship is not often associated with the

Great Awakening (1735-43). Nevertheless, the Tennents were

not alone in their view of the family among the leaders of this

movement.

George Whitefield made several trips to America from 1738

to 1770, the year of his death. In a sermon delivered in the

colonies, he stated that “I believe we must forever despair of
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Upon an overture to the Synod in

Pursuance of an ordr. of the Committee

to yt purpose, vizt. to use some proper

means to revive the declining Power of

Godliness, the Synod do earnestly rec-

ommend it to all our ministers and

members to take particular Care about

ministerial visiting of families, and press

family and secret worship according to

the westminster Directory: and yt they

also recommend it to every Presbry at

proper seasons to enquire concerning

the Diligence of each of their members

in such particulars; This overture was

approved Nem. Contradicente.

Ordered yt each Presbry take a Copy

of said Overture together wth. this or-

der, and insert the same in their Presbry

Books. (Sept. 22, 1733) Minutes of the

Presbyterian Church in America 1706-

1788, p. 116.

. . . to reforme our famelys, Engageing our-

selves to a Conscientious Care to set up and

maintain the Worship of god in them and to

walk in our houses with perfect harts in a

faithful discharge of all Domestyck duties:

Educating Instructing and Charging our

Children and our households, to keepe the

ways of the lord. Resolution of the First
Church in Dorchester, 1677, cited in
Morgan, p. 140.

The ministers themselves gave much of

their time and tireless energies to sys-

tematic home visitation. Often persons

convicted of their sin would find peace

and assurance through the help of mem-

bers of their families or other lay people.

The Christian home as a teaching and

nurturing cell, or unit, of the Church

was an essential part of the theory and

strategy of the Tennents. Sudden con-

versions were rare. Long periods of

conviction and struggle were more com-

mon. Lay activity was an important

factor in the Great Awakening. Leonard
J. Trinterud. The Forming of An Ameri-
can Tradition: A Re-examination of

Colonial Presbyterianism, pp. 7677.
The circulation of Puritan works on

experimental piety played a large part

in the Great Awakening. The home was

also of great importance, and family

worship was urged upon all. Trinterud,
p. 182.



seeing a primitive spirit of piety revived in the world until we are

so happy to see a revival of primitive family religion.. .” (George

Whitefield, “The Great Duty of Family Religion,” p. 32). In

Whitefield’s view of family religion “.. .every governor of a

family.. . ought to look upon himself as a prophet, and therefore,

agreeably to such a character, bound to instruct those under his

charge in the knowledge of the Word of God” (Whitefield, p.

35).

A distinction perhaps should be made between the Great Awak-

ening and the revivalism of the 19th century, which focused more on

individual experience. However, even the First Great Awakening

in New England may have relied less on family worship than the

regions where Presbyterian influence was greater.

The changes in New England are exemplified by the fact that the

leading voice of the Great Awakening in that region, Jonathan

Edwards, was driven from his pulpit by a congregation that could no

longer bear his preaching. In a “Farewell Sermon,” fifteen years after

the Great Awakening, Edwards reminded his former congrega-

tion how he had emphasized the Puritan ideal that every family

should be “a little church.” Edwards held such a high view of

family religion, in part, because he believed that it was one of the

“chief means of grace,” without which “all other means are likely

to prove ineffectual.” He asserted that the heads of families must

instruct and admonish their children lest the curse on Eli fall on

them.

3. “New Light” revision of the Directory for Family Worship
Not all of the influences of the Great Awakening were benefi-

cial to maintaining the integrity of the Directory for Family Wor
ship. The New Light/Old Light Presbyterian split revealed that

some features of the Directory conflicted with Pietistic and

Wesleyan ideas held by some New Light proponents; for ex-

ample, the use of Moravian small group meetings called “con-

venticles.”

In 1743, the New Light Synod removed the critical references

to “meetings of diverse families” from the Directory. According to
one historian, this action “encouraged the formation of New Light

conventicles” (Coalter, p. 11 7). The Directory for Family Wor
ship viewed such meetings as encouraging leadership by those

who were neither officers of the church nor family heads.

4. The American Directory for Worship, 17889
The status of the Directory for Family Worship after the reunion of
the New Light and Old Light presbyteries is not clear. It can be

said that, technically, the Directory was still endorsed based on the
actions of the 1733 and 1734 Synods. However, the deliberations

of the first General Assembly in 1787 indicate that a number of

features of the Directory were not in accord with the views of the
emerging Presbyterian denomination.

Most of the changes in the Directory for Family Worship in-

volved editing it down to fit as a chapter in the American Directory
for Worship. This chapter was titled “The Directory for Secret and
Family Worship.” The American document retained Westminster’s
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. . . the two judicatories approved the use of

the Church of Scotland’s Directory for Fam-

ily Worship with but one exception. Where

their Scottish brethren had discouraged

meetings of one or more families at stated

times for worship without the presence of

clergy, the presbyteries sanctioned such gath-

erings. This was important because it offi-

cially encouraged the formation of New

Light conventicles. Tennent and Whitefield

had for some time been promoting confer-

ences among the converted for Bible study

and prayer. . . Milton J. Coalter, Jr. Gil-
bert Tennent, Son of Thunder: A Case

Study of Continental Pietism’s Impact on
the First Great Awakening in the Middle

Colonies, p. 117.

We have had great disputes how the

church ought to be regulated; and indeed

the subject of these disputes was of great

importance: but the due regulation of

your families is of no less, and, in some

respects, of much greater importance.

Every christian family ought to be as it

were a little church, consecrated to Christ,

and wholly influenced and governed by

his rules. And family education and

order are some of the chief means of

grace. If these fail, all other means are

likely to prove ineffectual. If these are

duly maintained, all the means of grace

will be likely to prosper and be successful.

Let me now therefore, once more,

before I finally cease to speak to this

congregation, repeat, and earnestly press

the counsel which I have often urged on

the heads of families, while I was their

pastor, to great painfulness in teaching,

warning, and directing their children;

bringing them up in the training and

admonition of the Lord; beginning early,

where there is yet opportunity, and main-

taining constant diligence in labours of

this kind. Remember that, as you would

not have all your instructions and coun-

sels ineffectual, there must be govern-

ment as well as instructions, which must

be maintained with an even hand, and

steady resolution, as a guard to the reli-

gion and morals of the family, and the

support of its good order. Take heed that

it be not with any of you as it was with Eli

of old, who reproved his children, but

restrained them not; and that, by this

means, you do not bring the like curse on

your families as he did on his. Jonathan
Edwards, “Farewell Sermon,” The

Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. I, p.
ccvi.



definition of the three ordinary and proper settings for Biblical

worship in Section I. The frequency and elements of family wor-

ship also were retained in Section III.

Perhaps the most significant difference that resulted from the

editing involves the matter of discipline. The Church of Scotland

required that elders in their regular visitation of the homes of the

church make inquiries about family worship. If found to be negli-

gent in this practice, the head of the household was held account-

able and was subject to discipline. The Synod of Philadelphia also

spoke of family worship in connection with pastoral visitation.

However, the 1788 “Directory for Secret and Family Worship” does

not mention discipline or visitation.

The Church of Scotland and the Synod of Philadelphia upheld

the view that it is the duty of pastors to encourage the practice of

personal and family piety in the congregation. The heads of the

families of the congregation have a similar responsibility in their

households. This provision was deleted in 1788.

The Directory for Family Worship considered discussion, or

“conferences,” to be an important part of family worship. These

discussions provided a setting for family discipline through admo-

nition and rebuke. “The Directory for Secret and Family Worship”

of the American Directory for Worship removed this language.
The Directory for Family Worship and “The Directory for Se-

cret and Family Worship” both emphasized the leadership of the

head of the household in family worship. In Section V, the Ameri-

can Directory discouraged “unnecessary private visits on the Lord’s
Day” to preserve time for family worship.

Several set prayers were included in Chapter IX of the Direc
tory for Family Worship to aid those who led in prayer. A longer,

collection of model prayers were in the 1787 draft of The Direc
tory for Worship. These were excised from the final version of the

“Directory for Secret and Family Worship” in 1788. However,

even many conservatives tended to the view that spontaneous prayer

was more spiritual. Somewhat later, Old School critics of liturgical

accretions in Presbyterian worship would say that “Reformed prayer is

ex tempore” (cited in Melton,. Presbyterian Worship in America:
Changing Patterns Since 1787, p. 82).

B. The Persistence of Family Worship
Even without church discipline, family worship persisted due to the

preaching of individual pastors and the traditions of Reformed

families in the new nation. In New England, Congregationalism

early emphasized the role of the state in a religious education rather

than family worship. Northeastern Presbyterianism fell under this

influence after the Plan of Union between Congregationalists and

Presbyterians in 1801 . Other Presbyterians, from the mid-Atlantic

through the south seem to have retained the practice of family

worship. Family worship became especially prominent in Southern

Presbyterianism.

1. Huguenots in Virginia
Reformed refugees from France, the Huguenots, carried with them

to America a highly developed commitment to family worship. In
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Sect. III. Family worship, which ought

to be performed by every family, ordi-

narily morning and evening, consists in

prayer, reading the Scriptures, and sing-

ing praises. Directory for Worship,
Chapter XV.

Sect. I. Besides the public worship in

congregations, it is the indispensable

duty of each person, alone in secret, and

of every family by itself in private, to

pray and to worship God. Directory for

Worship, Chapter XV.

Sect. IV. The head of the family, who

is to lead in this service, ought to be

careful that all members of his house-

hold duly attend; and that none with-

draw themselves unnecessarily from any

part of family worship; and that all

refrain from their common business

while the Scriptures are read, and gravely

attend to the same, no less than when

prayer and praise are offered up.. . Di-

rectory for Worship, Chapter XV.
Sect. V. Let the heads of families be

careful to instruct their children and

servants in the principles of religion.

Every proper opportunity ought to be

embraced for such instruction. But we

are of the opinion that the Sabbath

evenings, after public worship, should

be sacredly preserved for this purpose.

Therefore we highly disapprove of pay-

ing unnecessary private visits on the

Lord’s day; admitting strangers into the

families, except when necessity or char-

ity requires it; or any other practices,

whatever plausible pretences may be of-

fered in their favor, if they interfere with

the above important and necessary duty.

Directory for Worship, Chapter XV.
In the year 1700 great numbers of Hu-

guenots landed in America; some on the

James River, and some on the

Rappahanock. They selected for their

place of residence the Manikin Town.. .

There the Huguenots built a house for

the worship of God in the center of the

settlement. Here they had worship twice

a day on the Sabbath, conducting the

service after the manner of the Ger-

mans. Such sweet singing I have never

heard since. They kept up worship in

their families three times a day. From
a letter cited in Ernest Trice Thomp
son, Presbyterians in the South, Vol-

ume One 1607-1861, p. 16.



Virginia they were reported to conduct family worship three times

a day.

2. Scottish Highlanders in North Carolina
The largest settlement of Scottish Highlanders in America in the

18th century was in southeastern North Carolina. From their

settlement in 1732 until 1 773 no minister labored among them. Still,

they remained practicing Presbyterians due to a combination of

being Gaelic-speaking in an English-speaking area and their com-

mitment to family worship.

3. Slaves in family worship
Presbyterians in slaveholding areas used the Biblical definition of the

larger household to argue for including slaves in family worship. In

1794, the Transylvania Presbytery in Kentucky “ordered that all

persons under the care of Presbytery holding slaves shall teach every

slave not above the age of fifteen years to read the word of God.. .

& that the masters of such slaves shall by every rational means in

their power urge their attendance on public and family worship”

(Thompson, Vol. I, pp. 205-206). Two years later, the much larger

Synod of the Carolinas passed a similar action (William Henry

Foote, Sketches of North Carolina, p. 293).
4. Scots in Mississippi

As the Scots settled new areas, the practice of family worship was

carried with them. Many of the Presbyterian settlers of Mississippi

were descendants of the Highlanders in the Carolinas of the previous

generation (Thompson, Vol. I, p. 223).

5. Family records
Family histories also record the continuance of family worship from

generation to generation. L.J. Wilson claimed that not one member

of his family in a century was not a Christian. He attributed this fact

to family instruction (L.J. Wilson, History of a Southern Presbyte
rian Family, pp. 1 3-14).

6. Travel accounts
Travel accounts of the period mention family worship in Southern

homes. Frederick Law Olmstead is one of the best known racon-

teurs of his time. In his The Kingdom of Cotton, Olmstead speaks
of family worship in the homes of planters in which slaves were

included.

C. The Defense of Family Worship
Despite this evidence of the persistence and even thriving of family

worship in the early decades of the 19th century, by the middle of the

century there already were already signs of its decline. Perhaps the

lack of provisions for discipline on this matter was taking its toll.

However, even among families steeped in the traditions, signs of

slippage were evident.

In 1847, J.W. Alexander, a Presbyterian minister and the son of Archibald Alexander of

Princeton, testified to the importance of family worship in his life and the lives of other

Presbyterians known to him (J.W. Alexander, Thoughts on Family Worship, p. 2). He wrote

Thoughts on Family Worship with the hope of addressing and halting the decline.
1. J.W. Alexander’s time

Alexander considered the decline of family worship to be an expression of the world making inroads

into the church. While he rightly disparaged his time in comparison to the 17th century, his description
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An order was passed enjoining upon the

heads of families the religious instruc-

tion of their slaves; and the teaching of

the children of slaves to read the Bible.

Minutes of the Synod of the Caroli
nas, Nov 3, 1796 cited on p. 293 of
William Henry Foote, Sketches of

North Carolina.

Their custom of family worship also

kept the faith alive. Children learned

the catechism from their elders and the

church officers examined them fre-

quently on it. Before each hearth where

there was reverence for the forms of the

Scottish church the whole family read

the Bible aloud every day and repeated

the Shorter Catechism. From the ac
count of the Rev. James Campbell,
cited in Ernest Trice Thompson, Pres-

byterians in the South, Volume One

1607-1861, p. 37.

[The] richest inheritance which some of

us have is the domestic rite, which has

been in our houses as far back as record

or tradition goes. A venerable parishoner

of the author has enjoyed Family-Wor-

ship with no less than six generations,

including a grandfather and great-grand

children. J.W. Alexander, Thoughts

on Family Worship, p. 2.

Public worship was supposed to be

supplemented by family worship. The

standard brought by devout Presbyteri-

ans from Scotland and Ireland was

morning and evening prayers, with the

singing of David’s Psalms and Scrip-

tural readings, and upon the Sabbath

careful instruction in the Shorter Cat
echism. A writer in the Western Lumi
nary for January 28, 1 829 describes a

church in Jefferson County, Mississippi,

composed of descendants of the Scotch

Highlanders . . . “In almost every dwell-

ing, the family altar has been erected,

and all their inmates bow the knee to

God.” Thompson, Vol. I, p. 223.



of the extent of the emerging problem in his time should shame us.

For example, he could scarcely believe the report that “some ruling

elders and deacons.. . maintain no stated daily service of God in their

dwellings” (Alexander, pp. 1 -2).

2. The beneficial influences of family worship
Alexander was concerned that this inheritance of family worship

might be lost. The decline of family worship was associated with

times when “error and worldliness make inroads upon the church”

(Alexander, p. 28). On the other hand, Alexander asserted that “the

universal voice of the Church, in its best periods, has been in favor

of family-worship” (Alexander, p. 29).

The primary reason for family worship is that it is “a service due

to God, in regard to his bountiful and gracious relation to families”

(Alexander, p. 29). God graciously brings people into families as He

gathers the household of God and ordains the family as a setting for

worship. However, as sinners, we also need family worship because of “the wants, temptations,

dangers, and sins of the family state” (Alexander, p. 29).

In developing his defense of family worship, Alexander focused on showing how family worship,

benefited the Christian home, church and the society at large. The following is a summary of

Alexander’s list of benefits.

a. Family worship promotes the piety of the family head
In Alexander’s view, “There is no member of a household whose

individual piety is of such importance to all the rest, as the father or

head; and there is no one whose soul is so directly influenced by the

exercise of domestic worship” (Alexander, p. 28). The very

exercise of the head’s leadership is a means of promoting his piety.

Alexander understood this leadership to include the selection and

reading of the word and “prayer, confession and praise.”

b. Family worship is a daily practice
Alexander believed that half of the “defects and transgressions of our day arise from want of

consideration” (Alexander, p. 35). He meant that for regenerate Christians, the simple bringing to

mind of the Word of God would have an impact on practical piety. But in the business of life a whole

day could pass without any external stimulus to consider God’s Word. “Hence the unspeakable value

of an exercise, which twice every day calls each member of the household at least to think of God”

(Alexander, p. 35).

Alexander referred to a “sacramental, sabbath, or periodical religion, a habit of mind to be put on

and off, like the habit of a body. Family-worship has a direct and manifest tendency to make religion

a matter of everyday interest” (Alexander, p. 38). Today, this phenomenon of “Sunday

Christianity” is well known. However, its practitioners may well be genuine Christians whose

sanctification is hindered by the absence of the daily practice of

family worship in their lives.

c. Family worship activates the head’s spiritual gifts
Family worship not only contributes to the sanctification of the head

of the family, it also “furnishes a means of making increased graces

in the head of the household available to the benefit of the members”

(Alexander, p. 39). Each man brings with him various hindrances

to acting as a spiritual leader.

Many men hesitate to lead in family worship because of a

perception of their own shortcomings. However, the most effective

means for the ordinary man to be educated in this practice is to do
it. The pride which underlies this hesitancy blocks him from carrying
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. . .one of the chief means of promoting

such individual graces in the head, is

this his daily exercise of devotion with

the members. It is more to him, than to

others. It is he who presides and directs

in it; who selects and delivers the pre-

cious word; and who leads the common

supplication, confession, and praise.

Alexander, pp. 334.

In a period when the world is every day

making new inroads on the church, it

has especially invaded the household.

Our church cannot compare with that of

the seventeenth century in this regard.

Along with Sabbath observance, an

the catechizing of children, Family-

Worship has lost ground. There are

many heads of families, communicants

in our churches, and (according to a

scarcely credible report) some ruling

elders and deacons, who maintain no

stated daily service of God in their dwell-

ings. It is to awaken such to their duty

that this volume has been prepared..

Alexander, pp. 12.

The hindrances are various: lack of

education; consciousness of small at-

tainment; slowness of speech; natural

diffidence; inexcusable pride or false

shame; and a sense of inconsistency in

life. These causes may operate to keep

a father of a family in a state of inactive

insulation. Nothing tends so directly to

break a channel for right influences, in

this respect, as the regular and faithful

observance of domestic worship.

Alexander, p. 39.



out his God-given role and denies the consequent spiritual benefits to him and his family.

d. Family worship educates the parents
Family worship educates both parents. The main means by which a head of the household will be able

to teach is through the early instruction of his children in the Bible.

Family worship also is an appropriate vehicle for the husband’s

Biblically mandated spiritual nurture of his wife, “the washing of

water by the word” (Eph. 5:26). A man who is twice daily in worship

with his family will come to know God’s Word intimately.

In family worship, the spiritual outworking for the husband’s

headship is revealed in the manner most likely to encourage the wife

in her Scriptural injunction to submit to her husband. Through the

husband’s leadership of family worship, a wife learns of its benefits
for the entire family and the importance of neither usurping nor

undermining him in his God-ordained role.

e. Family worship preserves the spiritual leadership of the head
In Alexander’s view, the headship of the husband is inalienable. The

husband and father can be a good or bad spiritual leader, but he is,

by divine mandate, the leader. His actions unfailingly leave their

mark on his family. Indeed, his actions affect himself as well: “The

father who, year after year, presides in the sacred domestic assem-

bly, submits himself to an influence which is incalculably strong on

his own parental character” (Alexander, pp. 45-6).

Alexander viewed the husband as the spiritual guardian of his

wife and considered the reversal of that relationship to be “unnatu-

ral” (Alexander, p. 46). Family worship is a means for exercising this

spiritual guardianship. No one else can exercise this role with his

wife. Moreover, a head who does not act as a spiritual leader of his

children cannot be replaced by his wife.

Although both parents have recourse to Scripture in their daily

relations with their children, formal instruction entails an exercise of

spiritual authority which belongs to the head of the family. It is very

unlikely that a man can truly be a spiritual leader in his family without

some form of family worship.

f. Family worship makes the head able to teach
Alexander included instruction in the Bible as an element of family

worship. The family is his flock, and he is its “teacher and

undershepherd” (Alexander, p. 48). The natural standing of the

father is enhanced when he reads the Word of God. Whatever his

shortcomings as a teacher, the words he reads come from the One

who teaches us all things.

g. Family worship is a means of the head’s sanctification
Leading in family worship will constantly bring to the mind of the

head his inadequacy and sin before God. The Christian man will

respond to this experience by seeking God’s grace to make him

conform more to the image of His Son. In this way, family worship

will be a daily means of the head’s spiritual growth.

Alexander believed that some men are deterred from this

exercise of spiritual leadership of their families by “the conscious-

ness of a discrepancy between their life and any acts of devotion”

(Alexander, p. 49). The very action of leading in family worship

could reveal a sharp contrast between the head’s behavior at that
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The hour of domestic prayer and praise

is also the hour of scriptural instruction.

The father has opened God’s word, in

the presence of his little flock. He thus

admits himself to be its teacher and

undershepherd. Perhaps he is but a

plain man, living by his labour, unused

to schools or libraries, and like Moses,

‘ slow of speech, and of a slow tongue.’

Nevertheless, he stands by the open well

of wisdom, and like the same Moses,

may draw water from it and water the

flock. Alexander, p. 48.

In order to educate the children of a

land, we must first educate the parents:

and if an institution were demanded for

this special purpose, it would be impos-

sible to find one comparable to Family-

Worship. Alexander, p. 43.

The Christian householder will feel him-

self constrained to say: I am leading my

family in solemn addresses to God; what

manner of man should I be! This un-

doubtedly has been, in cases innumer-

able, the direct operation of Family-

Worship on the father. As we know that

worldly men, and inconsistent profes-

sors, are deterred from performing this

duty by the consciousness of a

discrepance between their life and any

acts of devotion, so humble Christians

are led by the same comparison to be

more circumspect, and to order their

ways in such a manner as may edify

their dependents. Alexander, p. 49.

No man can approach the duty of lead-

ing his household in an act of devotion,

without solemn reflection on the place

which he occupies in regard to them. He

is their head. He is such by divine and

unalterable constitution. These are du-

ties and prerogatives which he cannot

alienate. There is something more than

mere precedence in age, knowledge, or

substance. He is the father and master.

No act of his, and nothing in his charac-

ter, can fail to leave a mark on those

around him. Alexander, p. 44.

The maintenance of domestic religion

in every house is primarily entrusted to

the head of the family.. . Alexander, p. 43.



time and the rest of the day. The reading of God’s Word

undoubtedly will become, at times, a spotlight on the one reading it.

This experience, so dreaded by “worldly men, and inconsistent

professors [of faith] ,” actually is a vital means of the sanctification

of the head of the household. It corrects him and makes him more

fit to aid in the edification of his family.

h. Family worship makes the head a better father and husband
Family worship brings a sense of “parental responsibility. . . on the

head of a household” (Alexander, p. 51 ). Alexander was well aware

of how the pressure of work, “even in the pulpit,” could cause a man

to forget his responsibilities as a father and a husband. However,

God’s view of the head’s role as father and husband is brought

immediately and repeatedly before him in family worship.

i. Family worship counters worldliness and materialism
Family worship, in this light, is a vital means of resisting worldly

pressures to provide economic security by devoting too much time

to work. Men who are under these pressures, above all, need family

worship. In the day when a man spent most of his day with his family

on a farm or in a trade, family worship still was perceived as

necessary. But from Alexander’s time, when industrialization was

fully begun, to our day, with its fragmented family life, family

worship is more vital than ever, especially for the head of the family,

who may not otherwise even be recognized as the head.

j. Family worship best teaches children the Bible
Alexander would agree with Richard Baxter that family instruction

is the best setting for teaching the Bible to children. Family

instruction is daily and can be reinforced throughout the day. It is

much more difficult for a child to ignore a lesson taught in family

worship, where distraction is easily noticed and can be acted against

directly. Another strength of family instruction is that the natural

affection of a child for the father reinforces the teaching. In turn,

“filial affections are moulded by Family-Worship” (Alexander, p.

63).

k. Family worship promotes intellectual improvement
Alexander was intimately aware of a fact which too many Christian

parents do not understand: the educational value of Bible reading.

Children well imbued in Biblical knowledge are well prepared for

less important fields of study.

l. Family worship strengthens the family
Family worship enhances all of the strengths of families in times of

distress, as a bulwark against social pressures, as a witness to the

community, in the maintenance of domestic harmony and in the

expression of love.

Alexander wrote at a time when many advocates of social

reform viewed the family as an obstacle to their objectives. Early

exponents of socialism such as Godwin, Fourier, and Owen advo-

cated changes which “tear the household elements asunder. Chris-

tianity compacts the structure, and strengthens every wall. It adds

a new cement, and makes the father more a father – the husband

more a husband – the son more a son; so that there is not a social

tie which does not become more strong and endearing by means of
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The daily reading of God’s holy word, by a

parent before his children, is one of the most

powerful agencies of a Christian life. We are

prone to undervalue this cause. It is a

constant dropping, but it wears its mark into

the rock. A family thus trained cannot be

ignorant of the Word. The whole Scriptures

come repeatedly before the mind.. . No part

of juvenile education is more important.

Alexander, pp. 623.

In the shop, the market, the field, the

highway, the office, the exchange, and

even in the pulpit, the father may forget

that he is a father: he cannot forget it

when the curtain has dropped, when the

circle draws more closely around the

hearth, when the wife of his youth wel-

comes him to prayer, and when the eyes

of his little ones are fixed on him as the

minister of God to their souls. I no longer

marvel that Christianity becomes a dy-

ing, empty thing, in the houses of those

professors (alas, that there should be such! )

where there is no joint worship ofGod.

In the rage for amassing wealth,

which threatens the church among us,

and especially in our great commercial

cities, there is an estranging process go-

ing on which we fear is too little observed.

Such is the insane precipitation with

which the man of business rushes to his

morning task, and such the length of his

absence from home, often extending till

the hours of darkness, that he gradually

loses some of that parental tenderness

which providence keeps alive by the pres-

ence of those whom we love. The long

continuance of such habits cannot fail to

affect the character. Of all persons in the

world, he should be most willing to take

time for family devotion, who is by his

very employment shut out from his home

most of the day. Alexander, pp. 535.

On every side.. . we hear the outcry against

the domestic temple. . . Ignorant of the

true sources of pauperism and oppres-

sion, our ruling pseudo-philanthropists

are in perpetual agitation about the wrongs

of labor, the rights of women, and the

reconstruction of society. ‘Association,’

such as they propose, would pluck away

the hearth-stone, and break the marriage-

ring. . . .cashier the natural guardians of

infancy, and subject masses of youth, in

phalanxes, to the regimental drill of a

newly-invented education. Alexander,
pp. 1645.



grace” (Alexander, p. 1 03).

As opposed to these early socialists, Alexander recognized that

strong families are the best means of correcting social problems.

This observation is entirely confirmed today by an examination of

the correlation between crime and poverty and single parent house-

holds, whether they be caused by divorce or childbearing outside of

marriage.

A properly functioning family creates a respect for legitimate

authority and self-discipline which is the very foundation for liberty

in a fallen world. The maintenance of these standards by Christian

households exerts considerable influence even on the households of

non-Christians, although those who are not regenerated by the Holy

Spirit can, at best, only imitate the external features of the Christian

family.

m. Family worship promotes sound doctrine
Alexander was an “Old School” Presbyterian, committed to the

sufficiency of Scripture in the worship, government and mission of

the church. Therefore, it should come as no surprise that he firmly

believed that “Where the Scriptures are fully and statedly read in a

household day by day, there is the greatest possible safeguard

against error” (p. 1 42). The strength of the Westminster Standards

is rooted in the fact that they were composed by men thoroughly

immersed in Scripture due to the extensive practice of family

worship in their generation. Alexander considered family worship

as the best method for resisting doctrinal decline. Indeed, family

worship and Biblical orthodoxy declined together in the century

after Alexander wrote his book.

n. Family worship changes the world
In Alexander’s day, Christians who had rejected the Biblical doctrine

of election held that all people could be saved and thus create the

foundation of a “Kingdom of God” on earth brought about through

political and social action.

The duty of the Church is to proclaim the gospel and gather

God’s elect and teach them to obey Christ’s commands (Matt. 28:1 9-

20). This action does confer benefits on the societies in which

Christians live, but the limited number of the elect limits also the

range of social change.
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Where the Scriptures are fully and

statedly read in a household day by day,

there is the greatest possible safeguard

against error. We desire no other ortho-

doxy than that which is contained in

this Rule of Faith. We leave it to Rome,

to be afraid of the volume. Our vener-

ated formulas of faith were drawn up by

men, who, though for the most part

educated under other influences, de-

rived their tenets from the naked word.

By this we are ready to abide; and we

maintain with earnestness, that the best

of all methods for preventing latitudi-

narian declension, is a perpetual incul-

cation of the Scriptures, such as is con-

tinually taking place in Family-Wor-

ship. Alexander, pp. 1423.

Every Christian household is a school of

good citizenship. . . . Family-Worship. . .

promotes habits of order. It brings a

stated regulation into the house, and gath-

ers the inmates by a fixed law. It sets up

a wholesome barrier against wanton ir-

regularity, sloth, and night-wandering.

It encourages early hours, thoughtful-

ness, and affection; and above all it adds

strength to the principle of subordination

and obedience; a point which we dare not

pass lightly. Good citizens are such as

abide by the law, and submit themselves

to authority. The habit of so doing must

be formed under the parental roof.

Alexander, pp. 1656.

It is by the salvation of the children of

the Church, more than from all other

means, that we hope for the salvation of

the world. It is by this very method, as

we observe in history, the word of grace

has been carried abroad from land to

land, and brought down to us. Amidst

many seeming failures, the holy seed is

kept up. Alexander, pp. 1801.



X. THE ECLIPSE OF FAMILY WORSHIP IN MODERN AMERICA
A. Why Did Family Worship Decline?

By 1847, J.W. Alexander had detected a decline in the practice of

Presbyterian men leading their families in worship. In a century,

family worship would be only a memory among Presbyterians. In

recent years, it has not been even a memory. Given the Biblical basis

for family worship, its historical practice, and the benefits listed by

Alexander, how can we explain this decline?

1. Industrialization?
Alexander pointed to the pressures and attractions of business to

Presbyterian men. Industrialization had begun, in the United States,

only a few decades before the time of Alexander’s book. The

household economy was ceasing to be the norm. Work placed

pressure on the time available to men. Nevertheless, Alexander

pointed to the examples, in his day, of common laborers who worked all day and still maintained twice

daily family worship (Alexander, pp. 36-7). For those men who understood the importance of family

worship, there was enough time.

Another feature of industrialization, in fact, has been the tendency favoring the reduction of hours

in the work week. Certainly, industrialization has not so reduced free time as to make it impossible

for the head of the household to conduct family worship.

2. Greed?
Alexander also was concerned about the growing opportunities to make money drawing men away

from their family responsibilities. However, we must rule this out as a legitimate excuse. Jesus said

clearly that one cannot serve two masters: money and God (Matt. 6:24). A Christian who understands

the Biblical injunction will not choose habitually more money over his obligation before God and the

spiritual growth of his family.

3. Reform?
New theological and educational currents, especially in New England in the early 19th century,

explicitly challenged and rejected the primacy of the father in the training of children. It was argued

that the traditional fatherly role was a vestige of the Calvinist view that children inherited a sin nature

and therefore required disciplined instruction. Instead, it was argued, borrowing from John Locke,

that the minds of children were “blank slates.” Children were thought to have been born in a “state

of purity and innocence” (Anne L. Kuhn, The Mother’s Role in Childhood Education: New England
Concepts 18301860, p. 1 8; cf. C. Gregg Singer, The Theological Interpretation of American
History, pp. 26-27). Since there was no sin nature to contend with, women, who were believed to

have a more gentle nature, were better suited to instruct children.

Congregationalism was susceptible to these new theories of education. Despite vigorous

preaching in favor of family religion by men such as Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards, the practice

of family worship early declined in New England compared to the more Presbyterian areas of the mid-

Atlantic and southern states. This may have been due to the widely practiced system of apprenticeship

which took New England children away from their families for seven years at the age of 9-10 or 1 3-

14, according to historians (Emory Elliott, Power and the Pulpit in Puritan New England, pp. 74-6).
B. Fathers Who Do Not Teach Their Children

Among the possible causes for the decline of family worship among Presbyterians, one was advanced

in the 19th century that should shock evangelicals today: Sunday school.

1. The origin of Sunday school
Sunday school was founded in the late 18th century in Great Britain by Robert Raikes. Raikes

exemplifies Sunday school’s roots as one of several efforts to reform society inspired by the Methodist

belief that Christian holiness leads to social action and that all people can be saved. Social conditions

were considered by Methodists to be significant obstacles to salvation.
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In the early days, what we now term

religious education was primarily a func-

tion of the home. Parents were expected

to train their children in a knowledge of

the Scriptures and also of the doctrines

of the Reformed faith as set forth par-

ticularly in the Westminster Shorter

Catechism. It was the pastor’s respons-

ibility to see that this duty was not

neglected. Ernest Trice Thompson,
Presbyterians in the South, Volume

One 1607-1861, p. 223.



Raikes viewed Sunday school as a means to reach the children

of poor parents who had rejected the gospel. The institution would

provide basic education for poor children on the one day that they

would not be working. The content of the instruction was not

necessarily religious. The first Sunday school teacher was a woman.

The first Sunday schools were soon organized in the United

States, as in England, by Methodists; however, the thrust was

nondenominational. The first Sunday School Union was organized

in Philadelphia in 1790. The American Sunday School Union was

organized, in 1820, as one of the many reform-minded societies

launched at that time. Thus, the Sunday school movement emerged

in America as one of the parachurch societies which carried out

avowed Christian social reform and missions goals outside the

existing structures of the church (See Vol. 4 of The Collected
Writings of James Henley Thornwell).

Like their counterparts in England, the American Sunday schools

were aimed at the poor, orphans, and children without a believing

father in the home. The Sunday schools did maintain a generally

Christian emphasis. They sought public funding based on their

utility for the poor.

In the early decades of the 19th century, a number of churches

responded to the “competition” of the Sunday school movement by

organizing denominational Sunday school boards. As would be

expected, the Methodist Episcopal Church, in 1827, was the first

denomination to organize its own Sunday school. The Methodists

were followed by the Lutherans in 1830, the Congregationalists in

1832, the Presbyterians in 1838, and the Baptists in 1840 (Clarence

H. Benson, The Sunday School in Action, p. 20).
Although more slowly than other denominations, Sunday schools

spread rapidly among Presbyterians, including those in the South.

Indeed, Charleston was an early center of Sunday school activity. In

a speech in Charleston, in 1831 , noted social reformer Thomas

Grimke emphasized that Sunday schools were aimed at orphans, the

poor, and the children of parents who were not church members (An

Address ofThomas S. Grimke, American Sunday School Union, p. 11 ).

2. Stealing from the poor
Soon after denominations had developed their own Sunday school

boards, there was a tendency for Sunday school to make a gradual

transition from being a means of outreach to unchurched children, to

serving as part of the catechetical program of the church (Thomp-

son, Vol. I, p. 465).

In the Presbyterian Church, the Sunday, or Sabbath, school soon

came to be viewed as a partner with the family in the instruction of

children. In 1854, the Nashville Synod of the Presbyterian Church

in the U.S.A. rejoiced that “so much is being done to bring the

children of the destitute within the reach of the Gospel. This is the

original and legitimate field for the Sabbath Schools to occupy.”

However, the Synod went on to say, “. . .and we might also regret

that they are not confined more closely to those limits. The result

of schools in churches is often, though not necessarily so, that the old plan of catechetical instruction

by parents has been almost entirely discontinued” (Thompson, Vol. I, pp. 465-6).
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The first Sunday school south of the

Mason and Dixon’s line, so far as known,

was organized in the Winchester Pres-

byterian Church on October 29, 1 815.. .

Another early Sabbath school within

the bounds of the Southern Presbyterian

Church was organized in Fredericks-

burg, Virginia, in June 1816.. . Thomp
son, Vol. I, p. 224.

[Robert Raikes’ ] failures in prison re-

form set him thinking, until he reached

the conclusion that “vice is prevent-

able.” Twenty-five years later, when he

was forty years of age, he began a “new

experiment,” as he called it, of “bota-

nizing in human nature.” Going into

the suburbs of the city, where many

youths were employed in the factories,

his heart was touched by the groups of

ragged, wretched, cursing children. He

knew their parents, homes and habits;

none ever entered the house of God. It

was useless to appeal to such parents.

The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia

ofReligious Knowledge, Vol. XI, p. 153.

. . . in 1 842, Orange Presbytery reports

that catechetical instruction is “too of-

ten neglected.” Only six churches, out

of 29 or more, reported the duty had

been faithfully performed. Seven years

later, the same presbytery reported that

“the catechism of the church is well

attended to, either in the Sabbath schools

or in families. Some report the grateful

fact that heads of families do not leave

this important part of education entirely

to the Sabbath school.” Thompson,
Vol. I, p. 465.

. . .by this time [1825] the older and

increasingly ineffective method of cat-

echizing was giving way to instruction

in “Sunday Schools.” Sunday schools

were brought to America by Method-

ists, and were at the outset mostly for the

children of the poorer and neglected

classes who were taught to read and

write. Thompson, Vol. I, p. 224.

By 1818, there were Sunday schools in

all the larger towns in Virginia. Many

of these schools were established under

interdenominational auspices. Thompson,
Vol. I, p. 237.



3. From family instruction to Sunday school
Despite the concerns expressed about the deviation of the Sunday schools from their original purpose

to reach poor unchurched children, the number of children of church members in Sunday school

continued to increase. The Sunday schools boasted of the use of the most advanced methods of

education for their day. Perhaps because of this claim, church members began to send their children.

In less than half a century, the children of church members predominated among Sunday school

students. In the same period, church leaders began to speak of the

decline of family instruction.

The tendency for family instruction to decline with the introduc-

tion of Sunday school was noted by many in the church. Typically,

parents were criticized for this failure. B.M. Smith, of Union

Seminary in Richmond, asserted that Sunday school was not de-

signed to be a substitute for instruction in the home. Writing in 1859,

Smith still defended Sunday school as “supplying the only means of

religious instruction to thousands of destitute children” (B.M.

Smith, Family Religion, p. 1 86). Smith had harsh words for parents
who “choose to devolve on others their own peculiar duties” (p.

1 86). However, he also encouraged parents to integrate their family

worship and instruction, “at least in part,” with the lesson plan of the

Sunday school (Smith, p. 1 86).

4. From fathers to “parents”
Even B.M. Smith’s exhortation in behalf of family religion is

symptomatic of a highly significant change: it was now typically

“parents” rather than fathers who would be exhorted to assume their

responsibilities in family worship.

In the same year as Alexander’s book, Horace Bushnell’s

Christian Nurture (1 847, 1 860) appeared. Bushnell’s widely read

book never refers to the Biblical injunction to fathers and husbands

in the family. Instead he speaks only of parents. And when an

example is given of a parent teaching, it is the mother.

Thus, Sunday school and a de-emphasis on the spiritual leader-

ship of the head of the household were combining to provide fathers

and husbands with religious justification for ceasing from their

Biblical responsibilities in family worship and instruction. The

Sunday school teachers claimed the benefits of modern curricula

and teaching methods. The wives were said to be better prepared,

with gentler natures, according to modern theories of childhood. Men exempted themselves from

family worship because it seemed like the right thing to do. However, this view of what was right

clashed with that of the Bible. Therefore, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that sin was the ultimate

motive: the desire to be “morally” freed of a responsibility.

In 1867, the Presbyterian Church in the United States undertook a protracted study of the

Directory for Worship which resulted in a significant revision of the document in 1892. In particular,

the chapter called the “Directory for Secret and Family Worship”

was revised and renamed “Religion in the Home.”

“Religion in the Home” still called for family worship. How-

ever, all reference to the head of the family and his unique respon-

sibilities to lead in family worship and instruction were deleted. The

word “parents” was used in the place of “head of the family,” for

example, in section 391 on family instruction.

One text in “Religion in the Home” bears no relationship to

provisions in either The Directory for Family Worship or “The
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391. Parents should instruct their chil-

dren and servants in the Word of God,

and in the principles of our holy reli-

gion. The reading of devotional litera-

ture should be encouraged, and every

proper opportunity should be embraced

for religious instruction. “Religion in
the Home.”

The work of religious instruction in the

family derives great aid from well con-

ducted Sabbath-schools. These schools

are not designed to be substitutes for

home teaching, when parents are ca-

pable of performing their duties. That

too many misuse them, has led some to

depreciate their value. But this is wrong.
Rather let the fault of parents be checked.

Such institutions are too valuable, as

supplying the only means of religious

instruction to thousands of destitute

children, to be discarded, because indo-

lent, self-indulgent parents choose to

devolve on others their own peculiar

duties.

But while continuing as zealously

as ever to instruct children at home,

parents can derive valuable aid to regu-

larity and system, so important in all

departments of instruction, by making

the Sabbath-school lesson, at least in

part, the home lesson also. Thus will

the child not only be more certainly

prepared for the duties of class, but he

will be incited and encouraged by hav-

ing the care and interest of parents

manifested in his behalf. The support

thus given to the teacher’s authority and

instructions, will be also some just com-

pensation for his self-denying and ardu-

ous labor. B.M. Smith, Family Reli-

gion, pp. 1867.



Directory for Secret and Family Worship”: Section 393. By the end

of the 19th century, a denomination which had led in family worship

and instruction had come to treat the family as an auxiliary to a non-

Biblical institution, the Sunday school. Yet, even well into the 20th

century, many in the PCUS held a different view. The 1922 General

Assembly declared that “in God’s plan the school of religion in the
home antedated the Sunday School by 60 centuries” (cited by

Benton Johnson in “From Old to New Agendas: Social Issues in the

Twentieth Century,” Coalter, ed., The Confessional Mosaic. . . p.
219).

As the 20th century progressed, family worship and instruction

continued to lose ground, and Sunday school became the unchal-

lenged vehicle for the education of the children of the church in Bible doctrine. Only denominations

such as the Presbyterian Church in America, the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, the Associate

Reformed Presbyterian Church, and the Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America today avow

any commitment to family worship and instruction.

The retreat of family instruction was deplored for various reasons, especially Biblical. However,

most commentators seemed to assume that Sunday school was a superior educator of the children of

the church. The failure of the Bible to prescribe Sunday school was no surprise in the late 19th century,

given the decline of belief in the sufficiency of Scripture in the

worship, government and mission of the church.

L.J. Wilson, a Southern Presbyterian, dissented from the view

that Sunday school was superior to home instruction in the Bible.

Reflecting on several generations of Presbyterians in his family who

had benefited by family worship, he rejected the assumption that

brief, weekly classes by a Sunday school teacher lacking in parental

authority could substitute for instruction in the home. He held a

pessimistic view of the future for a generation taught by Sunday

school and without family instruction (L.J. Wilson, History of a
Southern Presbyterian Family, p. 1 02).

In the next century, L.J. Wilson’s fears were substantiated and

his assessment of Sunday school vindicated. In the 1980s, the Lilly

Foundation funded a series of studies of the decline of mainline

Presbyterianism. It was assumed that the decline was related to a

decline in Sunday school participation, which seemed to precede

membership decline. A sample of adult church members and non-

church members who had grown up as Presbyterians was asked

about Sunday school attendance. Unexpectedly, it was discovered

that both groups were equally likely to have been regular attenders

of Sunday school. From the standpoint of social science, this finding

indicates that Sunday school was not particularly effective. The

study probed further and found that, while adult church membership

was unrelated to Sunday school attendance, the experience of religious instruction in the home

correlated very positively with adult church membership (Louis Weeks, “Why We’ve Lost Mem-

bers. . .” p. 21 ). In other words, it seems that 19th-century Presbyterians exchanged a twice daily

practice that worked, namely father-led family worship, for a once-a-week Sunday school class that

does not seem to be effective.

5. Youth ministry and youth leadership
By the end of the 19th century, it had become the norm for children in the church to be instructed in

the Bible apart from their parents. Far from the notion that the fathers should be the teachers of their

children, “older children” now could be employed in teaching the younger children (Smith, p. 1 87).
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. . .on Sabbath morning they are hurried

off to Sunday-school where the teacher

strives for thirty to forty minutes to

teach them lessons they ought to have

been taught at home during the week.

And this is all the religious instruction

the little ones get. What will be the

effect upon the coming generation? It is

a sad subject to contemplate. L.J. Wil
son, History of a Southern Presbyte-

rian Family, p. 102.

393. In the supreme task of religious

education, parents should cooperate

with the church by setting their chil-

dren an example in regular and punc-

tual attendance upon the sessions of the

Church School and the services of the

sanctuary, by assisting them in the

preparation of their lessons, and by lead-

ing them in the consistent application

of the teachings of the Gospel in their

daily activities. “Religion in the
Home.”

Comparisons show that about the same

percentage of churched and unchurched

Americans received religious instruc-

tion as children in Sunday schools.

Those who also received such instruc-

tion at home are far more likely to be

active in churches. Louis B. Weeks,
“Why We’ve Lost Members: Prelimi
nary findings in a study show the rea
sons may not be what you think,” p. 21.



For the first time in the history of the Church, self-governing youth organizations such as Christian

Endeavor were organized throughout the country. In 1889, the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. organized

the Young People’s Christian Union (Lefferts A. Loetscher, A Brief History of the Presbyterians, p. 1 52).
The decline of family worship turned children over to church programs. However, the effort of

the church to meet the needs of children through programs apart

from their parents is unbiblical. Although there was some justifi-

cation for such programs for orphans and children from homes with

unbelieving fathers, the application of these programs to the children

of believing parents seemed to accomplish nothing but the encourage-

ment ofChristian fathers to abandon their Biblical responsibilities.

C. Husbands Who Do Not Nurture Their Wives
The withdrawal of men from leadership in family worship did not

affect their children only. Wives, too, no longer benefited from the

nurture of family worship. The same period that witnessed the rise

of church programs for children who were no longer part of family

worship and instruction also witnessed the emergence of programs

for the wives, who now lost this spiritual tie to their husbands. As

men ceased to have a spiritual relationship with their wives, the

women increasingly focused on finding religious fulfillment in their

relations with other women.

1. The origin of feminism
Feminist writers, in general, locate the origins of their movement in

the women’s religious associations that arose first in New England

in the late 17th century and spread throughout the United States

from the end of the 18th century (Rendall, The Origins of Modern
Feminism, p. 78). Many feminists point to the rise of the “Victorian”
tendency for husbands and wives to move in separate spheres of life

in the 19th century as providing the precondition for modem feminism.

After 1830, “the American mother was now to take the lead in

most matters connected with the child” (Bernard Wishy, The Child
and the Republic: The Dawn of Modern American Child Nurture,
p. 28). Rather than deprecate this development, feminists such as

Ann Douglas see in it the assumption by women of the strategic role

of culture formation and the prelude to the development of other

women’s organizations which would exercise influence over soci-

ety, especially the church (Weldon M. Hardenbrook, Missing From
Action: Vanishing Manhood in America, pp. 44-79).

2. The feminization of Sunday school
Beyond the home, the first instance of women teaching in the church

was in the Sunday school. With the decline in the number of men

teaching their children, the same pattern was replicated in the church

programs for children. The injunction “fathers, bring up your

children in the training and instruction of the Lord,” was doubly

violated. Ann Douglas views the Sunday school movement as one

of the most important arenas for the cultivation of female power

(Ann Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture, p. 11 2).
It was thought proper that the women teach the children if under

the authority of the session. Paul’s statement “I do not permit a

woman to teach or to have authority over a man.. .” (1 Tim. 2:1 2) was

taken to mean that women could teach children and other women in

the church. However, this inference ignores the fact that silence is
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. . . the General Assembly.. . in 1 841 , called

attention to the “deplorable mischiefs”

which resulted from the neglect of reli-

gious education in America and recom-

mended that every congregation estab-

lish one or more “Church Schools” for

children from six to ten, to be taught

usually by women, under the control of

the session.. . Thompson, Vol. I, p. 479.

Women’s associations multiplied rap-

idly. Prayer groups, missionary societ-

ies, benevolent reform societies, Sun-

day School organizations: all clearly

derived from the revivalist movement.

The large cities and small towns of New

England all had their own spontane-

ously generated local associations. Jane
Rendall, The Origins of Modern Femi-

nism, p. 78, cited in Hardenbrook, p. 57.

1 Timothy 2

11 Let a woman learn in silence with all

submission.

12 And I do not permit a woman to

teach or to have authority over a

man, but to be in silence.

13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve.

14 And Adam was not deceived, but the

woman being deceived, fell into trans-

gression.

The experience of organizing and ad-

ministering funds and people intrinsic

to the running of any of the female

voluntary societies was a heady and

educational novelty for the women in-

volved; it raised their importance in

other people’s eyes and in their own.

The Sunday School movement, how-

ever, offered women special op-

portunities. Women constituted the bulk

of teachers, as the Sunday School sys-

tem gradually came to include middle-

and upper-class children and assumed

its modern function as an indispensable

institution of the Protestant Church,

feminine pedagogical control had genu-

ine competitive thrust. Ann Douglas,
The Feminization of American Cul-

ture, p. 112.



expressly enjoined before and after this statement. Aside from mime

and charades, silence does not seem to be compatible with teaching.

This is also the sense of 1 Corinthians 14:34-35.

3. The rise of women’s organizations
As early as Ann Hutchinson, in the “Antinomian Controversy” in

17th century New England, Paul’s words in Titus 2:3-5 have been

cited to justify women teaching women in the church (John Albro,

“The Life of Thomas Shepard,” p. cxv). However, Paul provided

a list of the subject matter of the advice to be given by older women

to the younger women that does not resemble the normal course

content of a women’s Bible study. Moreover, there is not a hint in

Titus that the older women should convey even this limited array of

advice through organized authoritative instruction, as in any teacher-

student relationship. Indeed, the word translated as “admonish” in

the NKJV has in view mainly the encouragement of prudent or

“seemly” behavior. However, Ann Hutchinson soon went beyond

the instruction of women. This also has been the pattern for her

religious heiresses.

With the decline of family worship, women sought spiritual

nurture, which formerly they had found with their husband and family,

from other women and their pastors. Compartmentalized in the

home, women also separately organized their participation in the

church. These separate organizations grew, and in some cases their

budgets outstripped those of their denominational counterparts, for

example, in missions support. Perhaps because of this female role,

missionary work was one of the first areas in which women

exercised roles of teaching and authority in the church, albeit in

foreign countries. Within their organizations, women exercised all

of the functions of headship which the Bible reserves for heads of

families and elders.

4. The crisis of church leadership
Programs which sought to fill the vacuum created by the decline of

family worship expanded nationally and locally in the churches.

Many of these programs relied on women in positions of teaching

and leadership at all levels. And yet, in the Presbyterian Church,

women could not serve as deacons and elders. For ministers, the

parallel organizations created a problem of accountability. The

elimination of Biblical qualifications for church officers was the

inevitable solution. Even the conservatives who resisted these

changes often supported the very institutional apparatus, such as the

women’s missionary societies and Sunday school, which generated

the changes.

5. “Men’s work” in the church
The abdication of men from the role of spiritual leader in the home

did not only result in the growth of youth and women’s programs

and organizations. Men who were marginal in the spiritual lives of

their families also lost interest in the church. At the beginning of the

20th century, there was a growing awareness of this problem.

However, it was met by creating separate programs for men, apart

from their families, just like the programs for youth and women.

These efforts were evident into the middle of the century in the
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Titus 2

3 . . . the older women likewise, that they

be reverent in behavior, not slanderers,

not given to much wine, teachers of

good things –

4 that they admonish the young women to
love their husbands, to love their children,

5 to be discreet, chaste, homemakers,

good, obedient to their own husbands,that

the word ofGod may not be blasphemed.

1 Corinthians 14

34 Let your women keep silent in the

churches, for they are not permitted to

speak; but they are to be submissive, as

the law also says.

35 And if they want to learn something,
let them ask their own husbands at

home; for it is shameful for women to

speak in church.

“Muscular Christianity” originated in part

to equalize the lopsided sex ratio in Protes-

tant churches. The numerical prominence

of women had become a particularly trou-

bling issue by the turn of the century; men

seemed altogether uninterested in religion,

both emotionally and financially. The Young

Men’s Christian Association emerged as

one champion of masculine religion by

emphasizing physical as well as spiritual

preparation for Christian service. . . In 1906,
Presbyterian men organized a “Brother-

hood,” designed to inject “vim and vigor

and virility” into the denomination’s waning

piety. Margaret Lamberts Bendroth,
“Fundamentalism and Femininity: Points
of Encounter Between Religious Conser
vatives and Women, 19191935,” p. 228.

One of the important developments since

the reunion of 1869 has been the in-

creasingly prominent position accorded

to women in the work of the Presbyte-

rian Church. In 1870, the Women’s

Foreign Missionary Society was orga-

nized in the church, followed in 1879 by

the organization of the Women’s Board

of Home Missions. In 1915, an amend-

ment to the Constitution authorized the

election of deaconesses. In 1923, women

were made eligible to membership on

all the denominational Boards and to

membership on the General Council,

while a Constitutional amendment in

1930 opened to them the office of ruling

elder. . . finally in 1956, women were

made eligible to the ordained ministry.

Lefferts A. Loetscher, A Brief History

ofthe Presbyterians, pp. 1445.



“Mainline” denominations as expressed in the organization of the National Council for Presbyterian

Men in 1948 (Loetscher, p. 1 46) and tapered off after the ordination of women in those

denominations.

6. The irrelevance of women’s ordination
Conservatives have sought to hold back feminism by opposing the ordination of women as ministers

of the church. However, by the time the issue is raised, it is probably too late. A study of women’s

ordination in the northern and southern Presbyterian denominations by supporters of women’s

ordination noted that among those for whom the Bible was still authoritative, in particular the southern

Presbyterians, the decisive argument for ordination rested in the experience of the church (Carson and

Price, “The Ordination of Women and the Bible,” pp. 256-7). In other words, since women already

taught and exercised authority in the church through their own organizations and in Sunday school,

why deny them the formality of ordination?

7. Feminism, homosexuality and goddess worship
The outworking of feminism does not and cannot stop with women’s ordination. The rejection of the

Biblical model of the family leaves one with nothing but the infinity of alternatives found in the world.

When women’s ordination failed to meet the needs of women whose husbands were not spiritual

leaders in the family, radical feminism took its place. Today, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), the

principal heir of these trends in Presbyterianism, now provides support for women’s meetings that are

organized around the themes of lesbianism and goddess worship, emblematic of the perversions of

God’s family which His people were to uproot in the Promised Land (Ellen Dockman, “2 local

Presbyterian churches withhold money: Some suggest conference promoted heresy,” Greenville
News, March 25, 1 994, pp. C1 -C2).

D. The End of the Christian Family
Whatever the cause of the decline of family worship, by the end of the 19th century it was no longer

the norm among Presbyterians. With the eclipse of family worship, the families of church members

gradually ceased to be distinctively Christian. This reality was masked, to some extent, by the

assumption that conservative social values were Christian values. However, the Biblical marks of the

family lie precisely in the spiritual leadership of the head of the household.
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XI. BEGINNING FAMILY WORSHIP IN THE HOME
A. Why Begin Family Worship?

Worship is not fully Biblical if Christians do not worship in their

families. Family worship may not be a means of grace, but it is one

of those settings envisioned by the Bible for the means of grace.

1. We are to worship God everywhere.
Worship is not restricted to a particular place. Jesus said that we

would worship God everywhere in Spirit and truth (WCF, XXI.VI.).
The Westminster Confession saw worship as divided into three

categories: congregational, or public; private, which they identified

with family worship; and personal, or “secret.” Only congregations,

families, and individuals enter into a covenant relationship with

God. Private worship is properly family worship because, in families,
you have a God-ordained leadership and Biblical example. In a

similar way, proper public worship is congregational and is led by

proper officers of the church.

Given this understanding, a family cannot be said to be following Jesus’ words about worshiping

God everywhere, if that family only worships with their congrega-

tion on the Lord’s Day.

2. It is a means for spiritual leadership in the family.
Family worship is a response to God’s command to the Christian

heads of households to command their families in the way of the

Lord. It is difficult to imagine how else this command could be

obeyed fully except by discipline and instruction in the context of

family worship, either of the family as a whole, or Bible study with

individual family members. Clearly, this responsibility cannot be

delegated to someone else. It is God’s command to the head of the

household and is as essential to his sanctification as to that of the

family.

3. It is a covenant obligation to our children.
Although the promise is to us and our children (Acts 2:39), we must

not make the mistake of believing that we can be assured that the

promise is indeed to us if we fail to raise our children according to
God’s Word. How is Christ our Lord if God’s one New Testament

instruction to fathers, in Ephesians 6:4, is ignored?

Some Christians are uncomfortable with the proverb “raise up

a child in the way he should go and when he is old he will not depart

from it” (Prov. 22:6). They may say, “this is a general rule, not

a promise.” Yet the author of A History of a Southern Presbyterian
Family, L.J. Wilson, could claim that he did not know of a member

of his family that had turned from the faith. However, Wilson also

could point to the regular practice of family worship led by the father

in the history of his family. How many of those who know of

examples of “godly” parents whose children rejected the gospel also

can affirm that these children were brought up Biblically? How

many, instead, relied on surrogates such as Sunday School? How

many left the job to the Christian School? How many were

instructed by their mother, not their father?

4. Family worship expresses the husband’s love for his wife.
Paul said that husbands should love their wives as Christ loved the church. This contribution to the
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Deuteronomy 6

4 “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the
LORD is one!

5 You shall love the LORD your God

with all your heart, with all your soul,

and with all your strength.

6 “And these words which I command

you today shall be in your heart.

7 You shall teach them diligently to

your children, and shall talk of them

when you sit in your house, when you

walk by the way, when you lie down,

and when you rise up.

8 You shall bind them as a sign on your

hand, and they shall be as frontlets

between your eyes.

9 You shall write them on the doorposts

of your house and on your gates.

Neither prayer, nor any other part of

religious worship, is now, under the

Gospel, either tied unto, or made more

acceptable by any place in which it is

performed, or towards which it is di-

rected: But God is to be worshipped

everywhere, in spirit and truth; as in

private families daily, and in secret,

each one by himself; so more solemnly

in the public assemblies, which are not

carelessly or wilfully to be neglected, or

forsaken, when God, by His Word or

providence calls thereunto. Westminster

Confession ofFaith, XXI.VI.

Ephesians 6

4 And you, fathers, do not provoke your
children to wrath, but bring them up in

the training and admonition of the Lord.

Genesis 18

19 For I have known him, in order that

he may command his children and his

household after him, that they keep the

way of the LORD, to do righteousness

and justice, that the LORD may bring to

Abraham what He has spoken to him.



wife’s sanctification is described as a cleansing through the wash-

ing of water by the Word. Clearly, the husband should employ the

Bible in this relationship. Family worship, or Bible study with his

wife, is the appropriate means for this grace.

A husband who does not follow this Biblical pattern may love

his wife very deeply in many ways; however, he has fallen short of

the Bible’s definition of a Christian husband’s love for his wife as

a Christian.

5. Family worship builds up the church.
The Church as it is described in the Old and New Testaments is an

assembly of families, formed by covenants between God and the

heads of families or representative heads of families, elders. The

covenant was with their descendants, and therefore instruction in

the terms of the covenant was required. The instruction was by the

heads of households, who were held responsible for the conduct of

their families.

The unbiblical focus on a building or organization as the

“church,” leads to a Christianity lacking in the power of godliness,

that is, a religion which is not practiced daily. Without family

worship, the church becomes institutional, ceremonial and limited

to particular times in one’s life.

B. Obstacles to Beginning
Even after becoming convinced of the necessity of family worship,

many men delay beginning even when conditions seem very

promising in terms of the age of their children. There are four

categories of evasion.

1. Wrong priorities
For some men, something always seems to come up that forces them to postpone family worship.

Perhaps they are just tired after a long day. Or, a family conflict might have created a difficult

atmosphere. Their schedule could be such that the entire family is rarely together at the same time.

All of these excuses have this common denominator: something else is more important than God’s

command to family heads to gather their family to worship God and read His word. Whatever that

“thing” may be, it must be denied, or it becomes our god.

2. Perceived inadequacy
Many men are afraid to lead in family worship. The reality is that evangelical men today usually know

less about the Bible than their wives. They are concerned that they will be embarrassed or that they

will poorly handle a question and perhaps bring discredit to the Bible.

In most cases, this perception of inadequacy is correct. The main means of developing the spiritual

leadership of the head of the household is the exercise of spiritual leadership. If a man begins Bible

study with each of his children, as they learn to read, and has daily

Bible study with his wife, and family worship each day, he will soon

become very knowledgeable about the Bible. However, it is more

difficult to start this practice when the children are older and his wife

has already turned to others for spiritual nurture.

Pastors committed to male spiritual leadership and family wor-

ship need to encourage men to speak with them regularly about

questions that arise in their family devotions. The pastor’s preach-

ing and teaching should keep in view the concerns of the men who

lead in Bible study with their families. The great number of

knowledgeable elders enjoyed by the Presbyterian churches in

centuries past was due to the fact that most men were schooled in
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. . .spiritual equipping in the home helps

to prevent one of the greatest curses of

the modern American church: namely,

the compartmentalization of our faith.

Children who encounter Christianity

only a couple of hours out of the week

and only within the four walls of a

church building will likely grow up to

believe that their faith is only one seg-

ment of their lives that need not (or

cannot) permeate all aspects of their

lives. Such children may well make

Jesus Lord of their Sunday mornings –

while he desires to be Lord of their

entire lives. Spiritual equipping in the

home allows your children to meet Jesus

where they live and in what they do.

Ken R. Canfield, 7 Secrets of Effec-

tive Fathers, p. 172.

Ephesians 5

25 Husbands, love your wives, just as

Christ also loved the church and gave

Himself for her,

26 that He might sanctify and cleanse

her with the washing of water by the

word.. .

It is interesting that when the New

Testament command is given to bring

our children up “in the training and

instruction of the Lord,” it is not given

to mothers (though it certainly applies).

It is not even given to parents (though it

also applies to the team). Fathers are

the ones who are singled out in Ephesians

6:4 and Colossians 3:21 . The implica-

tion is that when the Lord one day

inquires about your children, he will ask

you, their father, first. Canfield, p. 176.



the Bible through their leadership of twice-daily family worship.

3. Sin
Another form of the obstacle of perceived inadequacy is the burden of sin. Men may hesitate to lead

in God’s worship and the study of His Word due to unconfessed sin. To be brought into such close

contact with His Holy Word is convicting. Moreover, the Word can bring to the attention of others

contradictions between a man’s profession and practice. It is for these very reasons that spiritual

leadership by men in family worship is so important to their sanctification.

4. Distractions
Even after a man has committed himself to be the spiritual leader of his family, worldy distractions can

interfere. Conflicting schedules, sudden problems, television programs, delays in getting home from

work, getting up late and late meals can all deprive him and his family of the time needed for family

worship.

C. The Need for Regularity
Regularity is the main means of making family worship effective and

eliminating distractions. When family worship is expected at

definite times, it is less likely for the distractions listed above to

become serious obstacles.

1. The warrant for daily or twicedaily family worship
The Bible does not prescribe definite times for family worship.

Writers have taken the language “when you rise up.. . when you lie

down.. .” to provide a warrant for morning and evening family

worship. However, as noted in Chapter I, the emphasis in that and

other passages is on all times and places. Nevertheless, at least daily

family worship is requisite if family worship is to be truly regular and

therefore more effective than a Sunday morning Christianity.

Morning and evening family worship is especially useful since

the family is most likely to be together. The morning can be used for

family worship for the entire family before school and work. The

evening can be reserved for individual Bible study between the father and each child, and the husband

and his wife, after the children have gone to bed.

2. The struggle to remember God’s priority
After beginning family worship, there will be many challenges which

test our commitment to the priority ofGod’s Word.

a. When “something happens”
Events such as phone calls and visitors may unexpectedly intrude

into the time set aside for family worship. These should be viewed

as opportunities to witness to our sense of priorities to the “in-

truder.”

b. When we don’t “feel right”
Sometimes the head of the family or others might not be in “the right mood” for family worship. One

might be emotionally worn out after work. Even our emotions, however, should not be given priority

over God’s Word. Very often, the negative mood or tiredness will be quickly dispelled as the Holy

Spirit makes use of the means of grace through His Word.

3. The danger of routine, formalism, and legalism
Well-established patterns of family worship can be undermined by excessive and routine formalities.

For example, one might feel that acceptable family worship requires prayer, singing, reading the Bible

and discussion, and perhaps other elements. However, the only abiding elements of family worship

are the reading of the Word of God and discipline, as may be discerned in Paul’s treatment of the family

in Ephesians. Prayer and singing are matters of freedom in family worship.

In some cases, an enthusiastic family head may wear out himself and his family by spending too

much time in family worship. Brevity makes regularity more likely. A regular practice 5 or 10 minutes
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By common consent the Christian world

has allotted to it the two seasons of

morning and evening; not that there is

any virtue in this number, or in these

seasons, but because it seems just and fit

to place our acknowledgement of God at

these natural terms of our working day.

Alexander, p. 190.

. . . the time of Family-Worship. . . should

be fixed. Alexander, p. 190.

Joshua 24

15 And if it seems evil to you to serve the
LORD, choose for yourselves this day

whom you will serve, whether the gods

which your fathers served that were on

the other side of the River, or the gods of

the Amorites, in whose land you dwell.

But as for me and my house, we will

serve the LORD.



a day is more effective than a 45-minute exercise every so often.

D. Leadership and Participation
The witness of Scripture is that heads of families, that is, husbands

and fathers, must lead in family worship in order to be Biblical

spiritual leaders.

1. The responsibility of the head of the household
The head of the household is held responsible by God for his

leadership, instruction and discipline of the household. It cannot be

delegated and the very effort to delegate is disobedience to God’s

explicit commandments.

2. The leadership of the head of the household
The head of the household can lead spiritually only through the use

of the Word of God. The mere exercise of authority is not sufficient

for a Christian husband and father. Family worship is the most

suitable setting for this leadership, although it is certainly not the

only setting. In his daily discipline, conversation, and recreation

with the family, God’s Word should be implicitly and even explicitly

active. The head of the family should gather the family for

congregational worship and represent his family in the church.

Although it is not very common today, the head should include

other dependents and permanent dwellers in the home as part of his

household. Temporary visitors, renters and employees that do not

live in the home need not be included.

3. Exceptions?
The church has dealt with exceptional situations in various ways.

Sunday school was an outreach to children without believing fathers

in the home, but this is no longer the case. Today, Vacation Bible

School still is presented primarily as an outreach activity; however,

the children of believers tend to predominate.

Women without a believing husband in the home have ap-

proached family worship variously. The Bible does not offer explicit

directions in these situations. Part of the ministry of the elders is

taking care of widows and orphans. Perhaps increased visitation of

widows with children would provide occasions for elder-led family

worship.

The relative silence of the Bible on exceptional situations should

not be used to relativize or nullify its instructions for families with

a believing head of the household. In the hands of sinners, an

institution designed for orphans, Sunday school, became the school

for children of disobedient, yet living, fathers. In the same way,

God’s mercy on those in difficult circumstances should not be

twisted to apply to those whose main difficulty is a failure to repent

and lead their families.

E. The Elements of Family Worship
According to J.W. Alexander, family worship “fully observed” can

include all of the elements found in a simple order of congregational

worship, excepting the observance of the sacraments. In the past,

and even today, in some marginal groups, a type of Lord’s Supper has

been practiced in the home. The Directory for Worship of the

Presbyterian Church in America includes as elements of family

worship: prayer, Bible reading, and singing of praise. However, it
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The very first question which offers

itself is, By whom is this service to be

rendered? To this the name is a reply:

It is Family-Worship. All the dwellers

in one house. More particularly the

parents, the children or such as occupy

the children’s place, as wards, pupils,

apprentices; the lodgers, and other in-

mates; the guests and sojourners; and

the servants. Alexander, pp. 1889.

God may have blessed us with some

very faithful wives, but the temptation

that comes with that blessing is to con-

sider our wives too spiritual to justify

our taking the leading role in guiding

our family in spiritual matters. After all,

isn’t the most spiritual person the best

choice to equip our children? It’s easy

to be intimidated, and easier to delegate

spiritual responsibilities to our wives,

but we need to embrace our fatherly role

as spiritual leaders. Canfield, pp. 166
167.

The constituent parts of Family-Worship,

when fully observed, are, first, the reading of

the Scriptures; secondly, the singing of praise

to God; and thirdly, prayer; and these may

properly follow each other in this order.

Alexander, pp. 1934.

The person, whose office it is to lead in

Family-Worship, is undoubtedly the

head of the household. The father is

here in his proper place, as the prophet

and patriarch of his little State. In the

occasional absence of the father, or in

the lamented event of his removal, Provi-

dence has devolved this, with all other

parental trusts, on the solitary, or the

widowed mother. And though it brings

with it a keen trial to diffidence and

feminine reserve, it is also eminently

amiable and touching; and dutiful sons

will make every effort to lessen the bur-

dens of the maternal heart, when engaged

in such a duty. The parent may some-

times see cause to depute this office to a

son or brother, when the latter, from

education, gifts, or graces, is qualified to

take his part with edification. In a house

so happy as to comprise several such

persons, rotation in the service may be

allowed; always reserving to the father, or

head, his prerogative and responsibility

of direction. Alexander, p. 193.



also permits “some briefer form of outspoken recognition ofGod” (63-3).

The Directory for Family Worship emphasized that discipline was an important element of

worship in the home, as in the congregation. However, this aspect

was not brought into the Directory for Worship which was inherited
by the PCA.

1. Discipline
Discipline, although not usually thought of as a separate element, is

essential to proper family worship. Every participant must have a

proper attitude of attentiveness and respect for God’s Word and

worship.

Discipline, in the form of correction and rebuke, is appropriate in family worship. For children, a

Bible study might even focus topically on Scriptures that deal with a particular sin, such as lying.

2. Bible reading
The reading of God’s Word is an indispensable element of family
worship. It should not be replaced with devotional readings no

matter how good, since they remain the words ofmen and not God.

Bible reading can be the simplest means of exercising spiritual

leadership. However, it is appropriate in some circumstances for

others to read. In one-on-one Bible study with a young child one

method is one in which the child 1 ) reads the passage silently, 2) asks

questions about difficult words, 3) hears the father read the passage

aloud to catch pronunciation and cadence, and 4) reads the passage

aloud. The father can then ask a question, make a comment or give

the child an assignment, such as finding a location on a map.

The head should be familiar with the passage before it is read and examine recommended cross

references and reliable commentaries such as Matthew Henry’s. Study Bibles with topical indices and

linked references can be helpful, especially the New Open Bible, the New King James Version Topical

Study Bible, the Thompson Chain Reference Bible, the New Ameri-

can Standard Bible Topical Chain Study Bible, and the New

International Version Study Bible. An exhaustive concordance

such as Strong’s or Young’s can be helpful.

In discussions, the wife should be careful not to undermine the

leadership of her husband in family worship by contradicting him or

posing difficult questions that require additional study. Such

questions are not necessarily bad, if the head is encouraged to

research them, possibly with the help of the pastor.

Richard Baxter viewed Paul’s words to wives in 1 Corinthians

14:34-35 as part of a set of Scripture passages which enjoin

husbands to teach their wives. In my experience, the best setting for

discussing the kind of questions which the wife is instructed to ask

her husband at home is a Bible study led by the husband with his wife.

The issues discussed by adults, after all, may be different from those

raised in family worship with the entire household. The husband-

wife relationship is, in a sense, more important than that of a father

to his children. It exists before the children are born and continues

after they form their own households. Marriage is the final image

of the relationship ofChrist to the church in the Bible.

3. Prayer and praise
Prayer and singing are optional elements of family worship. How-

ever, properly employed they can enrich the experience of family worship. The dangers to avoid are

seeking to replicate congregational worship in the home, formalism and liturgy.
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633. Family worship, which should be

observed by every family, consists in

prayer, reading the Scripture, and sing-

ing praises; or in some briefer form of

outspoken recognition of God. The
Directory for Worship.

Arg. VI. I Pet. iii.7, “Likewise, ye hus-

bands, dwell with them (your wives)

according to knowledge: and Eph.

v.25,26, “Love your wives as Christ

loved the church and gave himself for it,

that he might sanctify and cleanse it.”

And this plainly implies that this knowl-

edge must be used for the instruction

and sanctification of the wife. I Cor.

xiv.34,35, women must “keep silence in

the church, for it is not permitted unto

them to speak, but they are to be under

obedience as also saith the law. If they

will learn any thing, let them ask their

husbands at home,” which shows that at

home their husbands must teach them.

Baxter, pp. 4145.

Q. 156. Is the Word of God to be read
by all?

A. Although all are not to be permitted

to read the word publickly to the congre-

gation, yet all sorts of people are bound

to read it apart by themselves, and with

their families: to which end, the holy

scriptures are to be translated out of the

original into vulgar languages. Larger

Catechism.

Ephesians 5

26 . . . that He might sanctify and cleanse

her with the washing of water by the

word.. .



a. Retaining the leadership of the head of the family
Whether in prayer or praise, it is crucial to retain the leadership of

the head of the family. He should pray for the family. Serial prayer

by the group can easily become an opportunity for another to

assume this leadership through the vehicle of a prayer purportedly

addressed to God, but actually aimed at the family audience.

b. Options in prayer and praise
Prayer can be read or offered ex tempore. A read prayer could be derived from the Bible, for example

a Psalm. Prayer can be individual, by the head, or in unison, as in Acts 4:24-30. Unison prayer

combined with Bible reading could use a verse taken from the reading which would then be repeated

by the entire family.

Prayer and praise are closely related. Both can be spoken or sung. Songs used in family worship

should be based on Scripture and accessible to all participants. Historically, Presbyterians favored

singing Psalms. Biblical hymns were later adopted. Matthew Henry edited a collection of hymns for

family worship based on the Psalms and other Scriptures (“Family Hymns,” The Complete Works of
Matthew Henry, Vol. 1 , pp. 41 3-43). In recent years, many songs with a contemporary sound have

used lyrics derived from Scripture. Some even have sought to set the Psalms to modern music, as in

the three cassettes in the “Psalms Alive” series from “Maranatha! Music” and in albums from the

Reformed Presbyterian Church in North America. Many songbooks suitable for family worship are

available.
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1 Timothy 2

8 I desire therefore that the men pray

everywhere, lifting up holy hands, with-

out wrath and doubting.. .



XII. RESTORING FAMILY WORSHIP IN THE CHURCH
A. Why Worship as United Families?

In the previous chapter, we discussed the reasons for beginning

family worship in the home. However, in the Bible, the family also

is central to the proper practice of congregational worship. All

members of the household were together in such worship. Family

unity plays this role in worship, in part, because the family models

God’s relationship to His people.

1. The family was an adjunct of Biblical congregational worship.
The family was the setting for much of Old Testament worship (Lev.

23:3, 21 ). The three annual feasts involved the entire household

making the journey to the place God had chosen. The feasts were

by household, as “holy convocations. . . in all your dwellings.” The

observance of the Sabbath centered on the home. The Puritans

viewed family discussion as a vital means of meditating on the

sermon heard by the entire household on the Lord’s Day.

2. Biblical congregational worship included entire households.
When God’s people gathered to hear the reading of the Law, the

Bible expressly and repeatedly states that all members of their

households were present (Exod. 10:9; Deut. 1 2:1 8; Josh. 8:35).

3. The family models God’s relationship to His people.
God has related to His people through covenants with heads of

households, in which these heads act as the representatives of their

families. The gathering of God’s people has been as families, not as

isolated individuals. The general terms for God and His people

(Lord/servant; Father/child; Husband/wife) are household words.

A number of Reformed theologians have brought out, in a

systematic manner, the covenantal and familial features of Biblical

revelation. Herman Witsius had a major impact not only on his

native Netherlands but also on British Puritans. His work The
Economy of the Covenants Between God and Man has a number of
striking combinations of Biblical language drawn from the family,

especially in describing Christ as the representative head of His

household of faith.

This Reformed tradition of Biblical theology was best devel-

oped in America by Old School Presbyterianism, especially in the

South. Benjamin M. Palmer was a major theologian, leader and

pastor of the Southern Presbyterian Church. But perhaps his most

enduring service may be found in his book The Family in its Civil
and Churchly Aspects.

Palmer affirms that, from Adam to the New Testament, the family

was the setting and pattern for the worship and organization of

God’s people. Moreover, this role did not cease with the 1 st-century

church: “It holds through all the dispensations, and will continue to

the end of time” (Palmer, The Family. . . , p. 209).
Palmer writes from an Old School perspective nurtured by 17th-

century Puritan and Scottish Presbyterian efforts to reform family

life along Biblical lines. It was, in part, because of this background,

that Southern Presbyterians made significant contributions to the

development of the Reformed doctrine of adoption. Palmer empha-
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Deuteronomy 12

18 But you must eat them before the

LORD your God in the place which the

LORD your God chooses, you and your

son and your daughter, your manser-

vant and your maidservant, and the

Levite who is within your gates; and you

shall rejoice before the LORD your God

in all to which you put your hands.

Leviticus 23

21 And you shall proclaim on the same

day [Pentecost] that it is a holy convoca-

tion to you. You shall do no customary

work on it. It shall be a statute forever

in all your dwellings throughout your

generations.

We become children of God by marriage
with the Lord Jesus; for when we become

his spouse, then we pass with him into his

Father’s family, and the Father calls us by

the endearing name daughter, Psal. xlv.
1 0.: and the Lord Jesus calls her also his

sister, whom he names his spouse, Cantic.

v. 1 ,2. God had provided by his law, that

if “a man betroth his maid-servant unto

his son, he shall deal with her after the

manner of daughters,” Exod. xxi. 9. : in

the same manner, he is pleased to deal

with elect souls. Herman Witsius, The

Economy of the Covenants Between

God and Man: Comprehending A Com-

plete Body ofDivinity, Vol. I, pp. 4456.

Leviticus 23

3 Six days shall work be done, but the

seventh day is a Sabbath of solemn rest,

a holy convocation. You shall do no

work on it; it is the Sabbath of the LORD

in all your dwellings.

Joshua 8

35 There was not a word of all that

Moses had commanded which Joshua

did not read before all the congregation

of Israel, with the women, the little

ones, and the strangers living among

them.

Exodus 10

9 And Moses said, “We will go with our
young and our old; with our sons and

our daughters, with our flocks and our

herds we will go, for we must hold a

feast to the LORD.”



sized that adoption is “one of the most comprehensive terms in the

evangelical system” (p. 231 ). He pointed to the vital connection

between adoption and “the doctrines of sovereign election by the

Father, of redemption by the Son, of the indwelling of the Spirit, of

union with Christ by faith, and of joint-heirship with Him in eternal

glory” (pp. 232-3).

Yet, Palmer was not content merely to restate theological gains

in this area. He hastened to point out that the word “adoption,” while
“pregnant with all the wealth of grace, is borrowed from the family”

(p. 233). Palmer contended that “the family was constituted, at the

beginning, as the matrix in which the language of grace should be

cast. Its perfectly defined relations yielded the conceptions out of

which the gospel frames its terminology” (p. 234).

The family continues to provide the very analogies upon which

the dispensation of grace rests. For example, the conception of God

as Father and the need for obedience as sons presupposes the

existence of the family. Palmer adds that God’s covenants are
always with heads of households, rooted in “the principle of

representation as it is imbedded in the structure and functions of the

Family” (p. 238).

Some of Palmer’s most evocative comments are reserved for

marriage, which he characterizes as “symbolizing the mystical union

of Christ and the Church.” Palmer’s thoughts especially focus on

Ephesians 5:22-33. This understanding of the symbolism of mar-

riage clarifies why “under all dispensations alike, the Church of God

is represented as being His Family” (p. 263).

For Palmer, the family is not only the key to integrating the

various concepts touching on the relationship of God and His

people, it also is the fundamental instrument of the ministry of the

church. Activities which have been absorbed by the contemporary

church rightly belong to the family. Palmer understands the Bible

as teaching that the family is the primary agent of Christian educa-

tion: “From the earliest period in the history of the Church, the duty

of Family instruction has been emphasized as the most important of

all agencies in perpetuating the knowledge of Divine truth” (pp.

279-81 ). Palmer goes on to say that besides instruction, “The

Scriptures equally emphasize the household as the altar upon which

the fire of a pure religious worship should ever burn” (p. 289).

Palmer’s theology offers an organizing principle derived from

Scripture for understanding the Bible systematically. It also points

to the need to re-examine the church’s ministry in the family. A

church that is God’s household, the bride of Christ, must conform

to the model of the family through which God expresses His plan of

salvation.

B. Worshiping as Families in the Congregation
New Testament families practiced united worship. It was not until

the fourth and fifth centuries that the Roman church began to

separate young and old, and husbands and wives, in worship

(Latourette, pp. 201 -2). By then, the church was no longer ruled by

elders, who in both Testaments, were men proven as leaders of their

families.
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All, therefore, that the word salvation

implies – in deliverance from the guilt,
the stain, the dominion, and the being of

sin – is potentially included in the idea

of ADOPTION; and in every particular

wrought out when that idea comes to be

realized in its final results. Whoever

undertakes the full exposition of the

word, finds himself carried around the

entire circle of revealed religion; and

touches, as he swings, the doctrines of

sovereign election by the Father, of re-

demption by the Son, of the indwelling

of the Spirit, of union with Christ by

faith, and of joint-heirship with Him in

eternal glory. If the gospel has any term

that is generic, in which is logically

contained all that constitutes the expe-

rience of the Christian, it is ADOPTION.

Yet this word, pregnant with all the

wealth of grace, is borrowed from the

Family. “How shall I put thee among

the children? Thou shalt call Me, my

Father, and shalt not turn away from

Me.” “To as many as received Him,

even to as many as believed on His

name, gave He power to become the

sons of God.” Let it be remembered that

an intelligible revelation presupposes

an understood language as its vehicle.

Mysterious as may be the truths un-

folded, they must be translated to the

human mind through ideas familiar to

it. Human relations must afford analo-

gies by which divine things shall be

represented. lf there are no pre-existing

types out of which a language may be

created, then they must be appointed by

God, (as was largely the case with the

ceremonial law,) to be found, in the

sensible experience of man, the explicit

terms which a divine revelation may

require. Just so, the Family was consti-

tuted, at the beginning, as the matrix in

which the language of grace should be

cast. Its perfectly defined relations

yielded the conceptions out of which the

gospel frames its terminology. Blot out

from the mind all that is associated with

the Family, and the word adoption be-

comes an unmeaning cypher, which can

never be interpreted for the want of

some mediating term. We find the

Family, therefore, subserving a churchly

purpose under this dispensation of grace,

as supporting, through its analogies,

the very conceptions upon which that

dispensation rests. B.M. Palmer, The

Family in its Civil and Churchly As-

pects, Vol. I, pp. 23234.



The Reformation churches abolished the celibate priesthood,

restored the leadership of the church to family heads, and brought

the family together in worship. In the Reformed churches, rule by

elders and family worship were recovered as well. This current

continued into the nineteenth century, especially in Presbyterian

churches of the Old School.

Since the middle of the nineteenth century, family worship in the

home has declined. Moreover, forms of congregational worship

and instruction have emerged which divide families into age and

gender groups. These practices are contrary to the Biblical model

of congregational worship and pose obstacles to family worship in

the home. How should congregational worship be restructured so

as to conform to the Biblical pattern and encourage family worship

in the home?

1. Children should worship with their parents.
The removal of children from the worship service before the

preaching of the Word is a recent practice. Denying children this

means of grace prevents family discussion of the sermon. More-

over, “children’s church” often is the setting for introducing

unbiblical practices in worship, such as female leadership.

2. Families should be instructed together.
Churches committed to family worship which desire to have instruc-

tion beyond the sermon and that in the home have experimented with

Sunday school classes open to all members of the church. In the

Hope Presbyterian Church in Fairfax, Virginia, such a class meets

after the worship service. In that class the sermon is always the topic

for discussion. Questions are posed to the preacher, thus deepening

the entire congregation’s understanding of the sermon.

3. The teachers should be qualified men.
Congregational worship and instruction should reinforce the spiri-

tual leadership of heads of families. Much church instruction today

permits women and youth to teach using the argument that it is not

in the “assembly.” However, the Bible doesn’t mention such

“loopholes.” Biblical norms are in effect whenever two or more

assemble in His name. Informal, unstructured gatherings are not

assemblies.

a. Sunday school
As was shown in Chapter X, the rise of Sunday school for age-

segmented groups correlates with the decline of family worship and

instruction. Women first began to usurp the role of men in teaching

in the church through Sunday school classes and Bible studies for

children, youth, and women.

b. Women’s Bible study groups
Women’s Bible study groups are especially harmful today in that

they: 1 ) promote teaching by women; 2) alienate from the husband

his role of spiritually nurturing his wife; and 3) create imbalances in

religious knowledge which make it more difficult for spiritually

immature husbands to lead their wives.

The sad state of spiritual leadership by men in the church has

provoked a number of efforts to encourage men to resume this role.

However, these efforts generally fail to focus on the centrality of
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1 Timothy 2

11 Let a woman learn in silence with all

submission.

12 And I do not permit a woman to

teach or to have authority over a

man, but to be in silence.

13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve.

14 And Adam was not deceived, but the

woman being deceived, fell into trans-

gression.

[In Ephesians] St. Paul is not here ex-

plaining union with Christ by marriage,

for which a simple analogy would suf-

fice; but he is illustrating marriage by

union with Christ, which seems to con-

stitute the former a symbol of the latter.
. . . What sanctity is lent to the conjugal

bond, when from the beginning the

husband was designed as the type of

Christ, and the wife a type of the Church,

and human marriage a symbol of the

sacred espousals between the Lord and

His people. If there be a holy shrine

upon the earth, it is the Family; which

wraps within its hidden folds the “great

mystery” of grace, the believer’s living

union with his living head. Palmer, pp.
2512.

1 Corinthians 14

34 Let your women keep silent in the

churches, for they are not permitted to

speak; but they are to be submissive, as

the law also says.

35 And if they want to learn something,
let them ask their own husbands at

home; for it is shameful for women to

speak in church.

Mark 10

13 Then they brought little children to

Him, that He might touch them; but the

disciples rebuked those who brought

them.

14 But when Jesus saw it, He was

greatly displeased and said to them,

“Let the little children come to Me, and

do not forbid them; for of such is the

kingdom ofGod.

15 Assuredly, I say to you, whoever

does not receive the kingdom of God as

a little child will by no means enter it.”

16 And He took them up in His arms

laid His hands on them, and blessed

them.



teaching in the exercise of that spiritual authority. Worse, men’s

programs replicate the fundamental mistake of church programs

(yet more absurdly, given the avowed goal of strengthening the

family), channeling the men into training programs with other men

instead of encouraging them to unite with their families.

c. Vacation Bible school
Sunday school began as an outreach to unchurched children but

eventually attracted the children of church members. Vacation

Bible school has had a similar trajectory. Yet, even now, VBS, unlike Sunday school, is still viewed

as an outreach.

A number of churches have sought to correct some of the most striking defects in VBS by

scheduling it in the evening, so that men are more able to teach. Instead of having women teach, and

thus failing to model the Christian family, VBS could use husband/wife teams in which the man

teaches.

Some congregations of the Presbyterian Church in America conduct a special adult program on

family worship for the parents of children in VBS. Since VBS only runs for a short duration, it may

be that parents can be persuaded not to view it as a substitute for family worship and instruction.

To avoid repeating the history of Sunday school, family VBS should target unchurched children

and their parents, not children with a believing father in the home.

4. Special events should be open to all members of the church.
It is sad to consider how the church has become yet one more force dividing families and competing

with the family for scarce time in the evenings and weekends when families could be together.

a. Youth programs
The very existence of a youth program is evidence that the parents are derelict in their Biblical

responsibilities. In youth programs, the church tends to supplant the parents as the guardians of their

children. However, this response can only deepen the problems brought about by the disobedience

of the parents. If it were not for the expansion of staff positions in youth ministry, this error would

be evident.

One expression of the hardening of disregard for Scriptural

norms occasioned by disobedience is the development of youth-led

worship services. In the 1930s, Young Christian Endeavor and

Youth For Christ held forth the principle that young people should

also be the leaders of their activities. Even in the mid-19th century,

older children had been proposed to serve as teachers of younger

children in Sunday school only decades after such instruction was

opened to women (B. M. Smith, Family Religion, p. 1 87).
The contemporary church not only disregards its duty to exhort

parents to assume their responsibilities for their children and assigns

children to take care of themselves, it also seeks to intensify the

separation of parents and children at the root of this problem. Youth

programs are often in the evenings, when families could be together,

and, sometimes, these programs are scheduled at the same time as

worship. Some churches call Wednesday night “family night” and

then proceed to divide up the family into every possible group for

separate programs. Perhaps the most extreme example of this

tendency is the very popular summer youth mission project, in which

the youth are taken away from their families for an extended

mission/vacation in which they “minister” to some group without

any discussion by the church as to whether they have fulfilled even

one qualification to serve as a minister of the church. Instruction takes place following the same

pattern of relying on youth teachers or “youth ministers,” paid adults who lack the authority of a parent
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Tragically, the modern evangelical

church has followed .. .Mann, Hall,

Dewey, and others in their field [educa-

tion theory] . Many Sunday School pro-

grams are now structured according to

these innovative stage-theories. . . .This

destructive trend in the church is most

dramatically seen in the institution of

formal youth ministry. The segregation

of youth struck the church like a wild-

fire in the 1930’s with the development

of parachurch youth organizations. In

Manhattan, the fiery Lloyd Bryant ap-

pears to have been the first to organize

regular youth rallies. His efforts, to-

gether with those of Jack Wyrtzen and

radio personality Percy Crawford, grew

into a national network of youth rallies

that drew crowds topping 20,000. The

organization became known as Youth

For Christ, and was a huge success by

the mid-1940’s. Christopher Schlect,
“The Generation Gap,” p. 25.

Ephesians 5

25 Husbands, love your wives, just as

Christ also loved the church and gave

Himself for her,

26 that He might sanctify and cleanse

her with the washing of water by the

word.. .



and imitate not those of their own age but their young protegees. Following the “mission trip,” a report

from the pulpit is to be expected, all too often delivered by a teen-age

girl, getting her first taste of pulpit ministry.

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), which has abandoned Bib-

lical norms for the church, ordains women and teenagers as “elders.”

Isaiah’s words of judgment against rebellious Israel could well be

applied to American Christianity.

b. Singles
When the church divides up the family, singles are not viewed as part of their family and the church

family as a whole, but as members of a social group. Singles, in the Bible, do not operate autonomously

but in relationship to their families. In church singles groups, men and women meet one another outside

the context of establishing a relationship with a family.

The worldly category of “singles” blends together several groups that are viewed as quite distinct

in the Bible. Many church singles groups mix indiscriminately young people who have never married,

those with no intention to marry, those committed to celibate singleness, the divorced and widows

and widowers. If the church encourages the mixing of, say, persons with an unbiblical divorce, and

those Scripturally eligible to marry, it is encouraging what Jesus called adultery.

c. Women
Women’s groups first emerged in the church with the decline of family worship and the consequent

weakening of Christian marriage as a “one flesh” relationship. As husbands compartmentalized their

business and family lives, women increasingly sought alternative forms of association, in particular

the spiritual nurture and fellowship which they no longer experienced with their husbands.

Churches have provided Christian mothers, who do not work outside the home, with a morally

acceptable form of daycare in the so-called “Mother’s Morning Out.” Just recently, a Christian radio

ad touted “Mother’s Evening Out,” in which the “mothers” leave their family at home to have dinner

together. After dinner, this group was to hear a female “Christian” humorist who had written a book

titled Married Beyond Recognition. Another popular woman speaker and humorist at these Christian

events defined the beginning of life as “when the kids go off to college and the dog dies.”

An evening out is not always enough. So the problems of the family are sometimes addressed by

churches through organizing women’s retreats in which the wives and mothers abandon their families

for longer periods of time. But, perhaps, it could be coordinated with the youth “mission trip” and the

men’s “promise keepers” conference so that no one is left at home except the dog whose demise is

eagerly awaited.

d. “Small group” therapy
The group therapy model adapted from secular psychology is now

rampant in the churches in the form of “small group meetings.”

These meetings seek to meet perceived needs for fellowship outside

of the family and the congregation. However, a church which rejects

the Biblical approach may well be a church for which the words of

God are not relevant, for it may be a church largely composed of

unregenerate people.

Many modern churches have been built by providing programs

to meet the “felt needs” of people in contemporary society. It is

inevitable that such an approach would attract many solely on this

basis, just as affluent churches attract some individuals who want to

make social and business contacts. The Word of God affirms that

those indwelt by the Holy Spirit have different needs and a new

heart. The unregenerate do not share the communion of Christ’s

body and blood but “eat the bread of wickedness and drink the wine

of violence” (Prov. 4:1 7). Even the experience of secular psychology

confirms, by the failure of its therapies, that the needs of the
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Proverbs 4

16 For they do not sleep unless they have
done evil; and their sleep is taken away

unless they make someone fall.

17 For they eat the bread of wickedness,

and drink the wine of violence.

Isaiah 3

12 As for My people, children are their
oppressors, and women rule over them.

O My people! Those who lead you cause

you to err, and destroy the way of your

paths.

Romans 8

5 For those who live according to the

flesh set their minds on the things of the

flesh, but those who live according to

the Spirit, the things of the Spirit.

6 For to be carnally minded is death, but
to be spiritually minded is life and peace.

7 Because the carnal mind is enmity

against God; for it is not subject to the

law ofGod, nor indeed can be.



unregenerate can never be satisfied. The Bible locates the “felt needs” of the unregenerate in the lusts

of the flesh (Rom. 8:5-7).

C. Church Versus Family?
The functions performed by church programs often duplicate tasks that ought to be performed in the

family. Also, the very number of church programs, the many evenings and other times required by

these programs, competes for scarce family time.

1. Programs and perceptions
It is sad to say that a family that seeks to conform to the Biblical model of family worship, and does

not participate in family-dividing programs, may be viewed negatively in many churches. In too many

churches, piety is defined by participation in the programs. Meeting the “program objectives” in the

home, in conformity to the Biblical model can be met with hostility even in “conservative” churches.

2. Alternative approaches
Some churches have not treated members, who want to strengthen the family spiritually, as enemies.

Instead, these churches have attempted various alternatives to programs and styles of worship and

instruction which divide families.

a. “Family churches”
A number of churches have been organized in various parts of the

country that present themselves as “family churches.” One example

is the Emmanuel Church in Bellevue, Washington. This church even

seeks to recruit people who are alienated by contemporary church

programs. One of their brochures is titled Have you given up on
church? This brochure states: “we will seek to train the fathers to
be Biblical heads-of-home.. .”

The Emmanuel Church is independent. That may seem normal

for a church that is going against the grain. However, some

denominations which are not characterized by family worship may

have a polity which permits congregations to make such changes.

The Presbyterian Church in America has such a polity. Moreover,

the PCA is the principal heir of the Old School Southern

Presbyterianism which preserved family worship even into the early

years of the 20th century. The PCA’s Directory for Worship still

speaks of family worship as something that ought to be practiced by

all families (63-3, 4).

Given this history and polity, it should not be surprising that some

PCA churches, even newly planted churches, seek to be known as

family churches. The New Hope Presbyterian Church in Fairfax,

Virginia is the second such church planted by Pastor David Coffin.

Pastor Coffin tells visitors that New Hope Presbyterian has a

ministry to youth and women: the family. All new members are

instructed in the importance and practice of family worship. The

congregation worships as united families on the Lord’s Day. After

worship, “Sunday school” is held in the sanctuary and taught by the

pastor. The topic, which is always the morning sermon preached in

worship, is addressed by answering questions from members of the

congregation.

In Moscow, Idaho, the Community Evangelical Fellowship was

launched by Christopher Schlect in response to his disillusionment

with a large youth ministry. He came to the conclusion that youth

ministry injected the destructive youth culture of modem secular society into the church. As a result

of seeking to involve parents with their youth in his ministry, he became convinced of the need to start

a church based on a different, more Biblical model from the bottom up.
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633. Family worship, which should be

observed by every family, consists in

prayer, reading the Scripture, and sing-

ing praises; or in some briefer form of

outspoken recognition ofGod.

634. Parents should instruct their chil-

dren in the Word of God, and in the

principles of our holy religion. The

reading of devotional literature should

be encouraged and every proper oppor-

tunity should be embraced for religious

instruction. The Directory for Worship.

Are you a victim of “church burn out?”

Tired of the subtle (and sometimes not

so subtle) anti-family attitudes, “con-

temporary worship,” and church youth

groups that characterize so many of

today’s churches?

. . .WE DON’T have a big youth group

(or any youth group for that matter! )

WE DON’T even have a nursery! All of

our services are geared toward meeting

the needs of the entire family together.

WE DON’T have many activities dur-

ing the week – we want to give families

a maximum amount of time to spend

together.

WE DO love the Lord and love one

another here.

WE DO love families (no matter how

large or small! )

WE DO have a desire to reach our

friends, relatives, and neighbors for

Christ. . . From a brochure of the
Emmanuel Church of Bellevue, WA.



b. Reformed resistance
Reformed churches have emphasized the importance of preaching

as a means of grace and, therefore, have tended particularly to oppose

developments such as children’s church. Bruce Davis, pastor of the

Grand Valley Orthodox Christian Reformed Church in Grand

Rapids, Michigan wrote an article titled “Missing Children: Is

Children’s Church Biblical?” in which he rejected the practice and

said it fostered “R-rated worship – worship restricted to adults

only.”

Children and Worship (1 987), a pamphlet by Karl A. Hubenthal,
a minister of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, also opposes

children’s church as an exclusion of church members, children of the

covenant, from the assembly.

Greenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary is committed to

the Old School Presbyterianism of men like J.W. Alexander and

Benjamin M. Palmer. In particular, GPTS has pointed to the

Southern Presbyterian combination of this commitment to the

Westminster Standards with the emphasis on the need for conver-

sion and a new life found in the Great Awakening.

The Seminary’s commitment to this Reformed spirituality is

reflected in the requirement that students promote personal piety and lead their families in family

worship. Each of these men receives a copy of the The Directory for Family Worship as a guide in

this task. In 1992, GPTS reprinted The Directory for Family Worship as adopted by the Church of

Scotland in 1647. The Directory was then sent to all of the churches of the Presbyterian Church in

America and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church. The response was so positive that GPTS went

through three printings of The Directory for Family Worship. In
1994, an Annotated edition was published to further its use in study.

c. Home education and “neotraditionalism”
The home schooling movement has been a significant source of

critical re-appraisal of church programs which divide the family.

The Rev. Phil Lancaster, pastor of the Immanuel Family Fellowship

in St. Louis, Missouri, had been the Associate Pastor of a thriving

church. He had no reason to question a model of church programs

from which he benefited. However, since he and his wife home

schooled their children, they had become accustomed to doing

things together and enjoyed the consequent blessings. Mr. Lancaster

had become committed to the idea that men ought to be spiritual

leaders in the family. One day it occurred to him that he would not

attend the church where he ministered if he were not paid to do so.

The result was, first of all, the formation of an independent family-

based church, although he continues as a member of the Missouri

Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church in America. The second

result, in the summer of 1993, was his decision to start a new

magazine based on what he had learned: Patriarch: Equipping Men
to be Godly Leaders in Family, Church, and Society. It is
interesting, and perhaps a sign of the times, that another magazine

Quit You Like Men: A Call to True Christian Manliness for “home-
schooling, homesteading” men committed to acting as spiritual

leaders was initiated only a few months before Patriarch.
3. The nature of the opposition to family worship

There are a number of hopeful developments and a wealth of efforts
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. . .we had been teaching our children at

home for about six years; and while we

had started home schooling simply be-

cause we thought it the best way to raise

our kids, we were being changed by the

experience in ways we could never have

foreseen. To put it succinctly, we were

developing a whole new view of life.

This new way of seeing things had

not yet become a well-articulated phi-

losophy, but it had come to shape our

values none the less. It was most notice-

able in matters related to how we train

our children, particularly in the context

of the church. We valued family time

and resisted the idea that our family

should be divided up for significant

activities; we became uncomfortable

with our children leaving us during

worship for a “children’s church;” we

came to question the age-segregated

Sunday School; we did not like the

thought of our older children being part

of a youth group. In short, we came to

a point where we did not believe in the

value of most of what the church did in

its attempt to minister to children and

families. Patriarch, July/August, 1993,
p. 25.

The practice of children’s church, while

on the surface seeming to be well-

intentioned, plausible, sensible, and ad-

visable, has been nothing less than a

spiritual disaster for the church of Jesus

Christ. It is one of the most, if not the

most, damaging and destructive forms

of Christian education ever devised by

man. It would never have come into

vogue if the church had not abandoned

the regulative principle of worship. . .

How did children’s church ever start?

Where has it come from? It has not

come from the Bible, but from the world

of modern, secular, and humanistic psy-

chology.. . It has crept into the church

from the world in the guise of pragmatic

methodology according to the latest psy-

chological and educational theories of

child development. Bruce Davis, “Miss
ing Children: Is Children’s Church
Biblical?” p. 115.



to return to forms of worship and instruction which conform to the Biblical model of the family in the

church and in the home. Nevertheless, it must be stated candidly that

opposition to movement in this direction is widespread.

Regeneration by the Holy Spirit is described in the Bible as

having God’s law written on the heart. The heart refers to the center

of a person’s will and intention. Obviously, a regenerate person has

not been programmed to know the entire Bible “by heart.” (That is

one of the reasons that we need daily family worship.) However, it

is fair to say that a regenerate person has a new attitude and desire

to obey God’s word; that is the sense in which the law is now written

on our hearts. There will be shortcomings and failings as long as we

are in the flesh, in this life. Nevertheless, because we have a new

heart, our basic and persistent desire will be to conform to God’s

Word, to conform to the image ofHis Son, the Word made flesh.

When we heard God’s words about the family, they were at first

surprising and difficult but compelling and, finally, as put into

practice, a growing blessing. Thus, it is hard when we see these same

words treated with contempt and hostility, even by “conservatives.”

We must be patient with them even as our Lord is patient with us.

And, yet, we must not succumb to pressure to abandon God’s

commands to heads of families. We must reform our families and

our churches according to the pattern established for them in God’s

Word.
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Jeremiah 31

31 “Behold, the days are coming, says

the LORD, when I will make a new

covenant with the house of Israel and

with the house of Judah –

32 not according to the covenant that I

made with their fathers in the day that I

took them by the hand to lead them out

of the land of Egypt, My covenant which

they broke, though I was a husband to

them, says the LORD.

33 But this is the covenant that I will

make with the house of Israel after those

days, says the LORD: I will put My law

in their minds, and write it on their

hearts; and I will be their God, and they

shall be My people.

34 No more shall every man teach his

neighbor, and every man his brother,

saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they all

shall know Me, from the least of them to

the greatest of them, says the LORD.

For I will forgive their iniquity, and

their sin I will remember no more.”
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