Proverbial Parenting
By Daryl Wingerd

Proverbs 22:15 informs us that “foolishness is
bound up in the heart of a child,” and one will
search in vain to find any biblical indication to
the contrary, that children are naturally inclined
toward wisdom. Yet the Proverbs fall short of
automatically labeling young children as “fools.” Instead they are identified
as “the simple,” “the youth,” and “the naïve,” implying inexperience and
ignorance while not denying their natural inclination toward foolishness.
The Proverbs also exhort children to seek after wisdom, and parents to
instruct them in the way of wisdom, all with the hope that they will avoid
becoming fools in the fully-developed sense, and the inevitable (earthly and
eternal) consequences of foolishness. A sobering “fork in the road” is set
before every child, and a weighty burden placed on every parent.
Consider the following ways you can apply the book of Proverbs in
shepherding your child away from folly and toward wisdom:
Instruct yourself. Before you can apply the book of Proverbs to your
children, you must become familiar with it yourself. Conveniently, there
are 31 chapters, so how about meditating on one chapter each day for a
month, or two months, or six, or even as a lifelong pattern?
Instruct your children. As you instruct them concerning the gospel of Christ
by reading from the New Testament (and from the whole Bible for that
matter), don’t neglect to instruct them concerning the way of wisdom
(which is consistent with being a follower of Christ). Also warn them
concerning foolishness (which is inconsistent with being a follower of
Christ). Do this by regularly reading and discussing the Proverbs with them.
Choose your children’s associations wisely. Build and maintain an
appropriate “fence” around your children to minimize their exposure to
fools and their folly. This will include not only the time spent with other
people, but also spent with access to worldly influences through the
Internet, music, movies, and television. At the same time, magnify the time
they spend at home under your influence, the time they spend with other
godly and wise people, and the time they spend filling their minds with the
right kinds of information. Be diligent and unapologetic in your stance here,
based on Proverbs 13:20—“Whoever walks with the wise will become wise,
but the companion of fools will suffer harm.”
Understand your children, and help them understand themselves. Take
note when their patterns of behavior align with proverbial descriptions,

whether wise or foolish. Identify and address these patterns, with praise or
correction, even when they are very young. For example:
•

When children are self-willed, argumentative, or fail to heed your
repeated counsel or correction, note the direction they are headed
in light of 15:5—“A fool despises his father’s instruction, but
whoever heeds reproof is prudent” (also 12:15, 13:1, 17:10)

•

When children are given to arguing, pouting, whining, outbursts of
anger, displays of disrespect (even through body language and
facial expressions), or failure to reasonably control their emotions,
many parents shy away from correcting, perhaps out of fear that
they will provoke an even worse response. Instead, discipline as
you ought, while understanding and addressing their actions and
responses in light of 29:11—“A fool gives full vent to his spirit, but
a wise man quietly holds it back” (also 12:16, 14:29).

To the attentive parent these patterns are visible from the time children
are little, and should be corrected then. Even more serious are ongoing
patterns of foolishness as they enter into adolescence. After that point,
habits are often deeply entrenched and very difficult to correct.
Discipline your children. The words of Scripture speak for themselves.
Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of
correction drives it far from him. (22:15)
The rod and reproof give wisdom,
But a child left to himself brings shame to his mother. (29:15)
Discipline your son, and he will give you rest;
He will give delight to your heart. (29:17)
Warn your children. Teach them about the inevitable consequences of
foolishness and wickedness. For example:
The wise will inherit honor, but fools get disgrace. (3:35)
The iniquities of the wicked ensnare him, and he is held fast in the
cords of his sin. (5:22)
There is much more—the value of diligence and hard work and the
consequences of laziness, the importance of honesty and integrity,
principles about the wise use of resources—I could go on and on. Parents
who faithfully study and apply the Proverbs in order to understand,
instruct, and correct their children will not be wasting their effort.
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