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I have entitled my message for today, “Raising the Amazing.” I chose this title because I 
sense that any of us who are parents or grandparents, aunts or uncles, teachers or 
coaches, supervisors in the workplace, or mentors of any other kind would rather have 
the younger people we influence turn out to be amazing than awful. We’d love to feel 
that our lives somehow helped these younger ones become people of greater faith and 
fruitfulness and flourishing. Am I right about this? 

O.K. So, what do we do to accomplish that purpose? More particularly, is there any help 
offered to us in this book of wisdom we’ve been studying over these past weeks? The 
good news is YES, and today I want to reflect with you on the insight found in one of its 
most famous verses. Hear the Word of God as it comes to us from Proverbs 22:6. Train 
up children in the way they should go, and when they are old they will not 
depart from it (Prov 22:6).

The first and most obvious implication of that verse is that there is a way people should 
go. We all know that there are lots of ways that the younger people around us could go 
– many different pathways, many alternative ways of defining their value or finding 
pleasure or treating others or using their time and money. But the Bible contends that 
there is a way they should go, because it is genuinely better. There is a way of 
developing your soul, and doing relationships, and deploying your gifts that is so good 
and fruitful and pleasing to God that God dares to call it the “right way.” 

Now, when some of us hear that phrase “the right way” or the way you “should” go, it 
raises our defenses. For good reason. As one recent speaker at our church observed, 
we’ve all met people – some of them parents or bosses or other would-be authority 
figures who “shoulded” on us a lot. They were all about coercing us or shaming us into 
doing their version of the “right way.” When we read in Proverbs 22:6, that it is our job 
to “train up” younger people in the way they should go, it can seem like the Bible is 
asking us to impose a lot of confining rules on them. There IS a place for discipline and 
I’ll come back to that in a moment, but the word “train” here is much richer than that. 

Biblical scholar, Steve Kang, points out that the Hebrew verb that is rendered in 
Proverbs 22:6 as “to train” is used only four times elsewhere in the Old Testament. In 
those other passages, the verb describes the process by which a person is initiated into 
a new family or enters the worshipping community of the temple. Thus, when we talk 
about “training up” younger people, it is far less about imposing a rule-set on them as it 
is about initiating or introducing them to the way of a certain kind of family or some 
other intensive community. I think it’s fascinating that in other ancient literature, this 
same Hebrew term “to train” can also refer to the process by which a mother or 
midwife would rub the palate of a new-born child with oil or chewed dates to initiate or 
create an appetite in an infant to suckle. Kang says that “this usage further bolsters the 
notion that training a child entails an initiation through which the [younger person] 



learns to delight in and cultivate the ways of the Lord through [fulfilling] relationships.” 

So, if you and I want to help “train up” younger people in the Way of God’s Kingdom, 
step number one is not to throw rules or “shoulds” on them, but to stimulate an 
appetite for God’s Way by giving them a taste of its goodness.  I think back to a 
moment many years ago when there were far fewer children here in the life of our 
church than there are now. I was passing through the Garden Chapel between services 
and came upon one of our members scolding a child, not her own, for climbing up on 
the rock wall and splashing his hand in the pool of water there. I suspect that older 
member was genuinely concerned for the child’s safety, for the condition of his clothes, 
for the decorum and dignity of the Chapel -- all things I know that child needed to 
learn. It was the way he should go and would eventually go, IF he remained here. 

But it struck me that the probability that he would remain here, that he might actually 
want to keep coming to this church, could be affected by what happened in this 
encounter. Because at the moment that little boy found that babbling fountain, and 
plunged his hand into the cold wet water, and his eyes filled with delight, he was being 
initiated into the goodness of this place. He was getting an early taste of the full 
immersion into the amazing life of faith he later found in our youth programs. I asked 
the dear member who’d been scolding him: “How many churches would do anything to 
have children like this who love to be here?” She thought and then let the child play. 

Proverbs says: Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due, when it is in 
your power to act (Prov 3:27). Whether it is in our home, workplace, at church, or 
some other community, one of the primary ministries we have in training up the 
younger generations is by using whatever power we have to give them a taste of the 
goodness of God’s family and way.  Young people will meet a lot of pinched faces who 
glower darkly at them and slam them with the bad news of all they are doing wrong. 
But wisdom says: “Light in a messenger’s eyes brings joy to the heart, and 
good news gives health to the bones (Prov 15:30). Young people do and will make 
lots of mistakes. “Children are a great comfort in your old age - and they help you reach 
it faster, too.” But as Renee Jordan reminds us: “We need to be patient with our 
children in the same way God is patient with us.” A person’s wisdom yields 
patience; it is to one’s glory to overlook an offense (Prov 19:11). 

Truthfully, there is something else we do tend to overlook. Sometimes, as parents or 
bosses, we work very hard to construct the beautiful home, the big church building, the 
thriving business – ostensibly “for the sake of the children.” But younger generations 
are especially wounded and even turned off to the Christian faith, when they don’t see 
adults giving enough attention to fixing broken relationships.   Proverbs says: “Better a 
dry crust with peace and quiet than a house full of feasting, with strife” (Prov 
17:1). Or as  John Lubbock puts it:  “A house without love may be a castle or a palace, 
but it is not a home; love is the life of a true home.” So, where might we need to 
refocus our energies in days ahead? Because if we can stimulate in younger people an 
even greater appetite for the goodness of the family and way of God and really live for 
that FIRST, they will be much more open to its rules.



Whether at home, school, or work, I think it is no stretch to say that the younger 
generation today faces more consistent pressure and complex problems than any before 
it. Kids today are living with chronic anxiety. Anxiety weighs down the heart, says 
God’s Word, but a kind word cheers it up (Prov 12:25). One of the most creative 
things we could do would be to approach some younger person today or in the week 
ahead, and speak some cheering words to them: “I believe in you. I see your gift. I’m 
so grateful for what you bring to this circle. I love who you are. You’ve got this.” 

Don’t get me wrong. Raising amazing people isn’t all about affirmation and 
encouragement. There also have to be rules. There’s no body without bones. There’s no 
safe pasture without fences. There’s no responsibility without accountability. There’s no 
growth or victory without discipline. This is one of the other major lessons the book of 
Proverbs supplies for parents, supervisors, and other mentors. We need to provide the 
discipline that young people need to grow. Most English translations of Proverbs 22:6 
carry the moral imperative to: “train up a child in the way he should go, so that when 
he or she is old they’ll still be doing right.  Scholar Gordon Hugenberger, however, 
insists that this translation doesn’t get at the text’s original meaning. The original 
Hebrew actually says: “Train up a child according to his way, and even when he 
is old he will not depart from it.”  In other words, it is saying: “Give the little brat 
whatever he wants, and he’ll be demanding it the rest of his life.” 

I know that sounds harsh, but if you read Proverbs closely you see that it has a fairly 
pessimistic view of a child’s “own way.” A few verses earlier in Proverbs 22, we read: 
[Foolishness] is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline will 
drive it far from him (Prov 22:15). So Hugenberger may be right when he reads this 
Proverb as a warning to overly permissive parents. It goes with other verses like: 
Chasten thy son while there is hope, and let not thy soul spare for his 
crying” (Prov 19:18). The rod and reproof give wisdom: but a child left to 
himself brings his mother to shame (Prov 29:15).

Somewhere along the line, a lot of parents, supervisors, and other mentors become 
more interested in being a younger person’s friend than being their Shepherd. They 
give a lot but require too little. This isn’t kindness. As Elbert Hubbard observes: “Where 
parents do too much for their children, the children will not do much for themselves.” Or 
as Henry Home contends: “An infallible way to make your child miserable is to satisfy all 
his demands.”  

Most young people have lots of friends. What they need is someone who loves them SO 
MUCH that they will help them confront their character weaknesses, stop making the 
same mistakes, learn to keep their word, and insist that they play a growing role in 
work of the family or organization’s life. As Amy Vanderbilt, once counseled, parents 
must communicate:  “I love you always, but sometimes I do not love your behavior.” 
Kids that are trained up in circles that have both great love and great expectations go 
on to thrive in life. How much do we want the younger people around us to thrive? 
Discipline your children, and they will give you peace; they will bring delight 
to your soul (Prov 29:17). For this command is a lamp, this teaching is a light, 
and correction and instruction are the way to life (Prov 6:23).



Our time is coming to a close, so let me summarize and leave you with a final thought. 
The first step in training up a younger person in the way they should go is to stimulate 
an appetite for God’s Way by giving them a taste of its goodness. Secondly, we need to 
provide the discipline that helps younger people grow. Finally, we need to teach them 
the Truth, as God gives us light.

There are times as a parent and mentor when we just need to be silent and let those 
under our influence learn lessons for themselves. There are other times when we need 
to learn lessons from those younger than us Proverbs says: Let the wise listen and 
add to their learning (Prov 1:5). I have learned a great deal from my kids and 
younger colleagues, and not just how to operate current technology. The more we show 
a willingness to learn from them, the greater openness there will be to being in the 
student seat themselves. 

And that’s good because, chances are, God has given you and me a lot of light over the 
years that could be useful to others. We’ve made plenty of bonehead mistakes and 
some really awful ones for which we are grateful for God’s grace. We’ve not been close 
to perfect parents, supervisors, mentors. But we have also learned quite a bit about 
work, relationships, communication, money, conflict, temptation, leadership, you name 
it. I bet you see a lot of things as they really are, and you know how some stuff truly 
works, and you, therefore, have a sense of what to do in certain situations. It’s called 
“wisdom” and it is your job to pass it on, if you can. 

When describing an Amazing Woman, Proverbs 31 lists this behavior appropriate to 
mentors of any gender: “She speaks with wisdom, and faithful instruction is on 
her tongue” (Prov 31:26). It is, likewise, your mission to say what you believe and to 
repeat it, especially if you’ve earned a reputation as an equally good listener. Write 
down the truth you know as an enduring gift to your circles. Make it a practice to invite 
younger people to question and discuss the instructions you’ve faithfully spoken. 

Remember that THE most important truth any of us can convey to younger generations 
is the value we have found in our relationship with God and of letting him, more and 
more, direct our way through life. The Wisdom of God says: My child, do not forget 
my teaching, but let your heart keep my commandments for length of days 
and years of life and peace they will add to you. Let not steadfast love and 
faithfulness forsake you; bind them around your neck; write them on the 
tablet of your heart. So you will find favor and good success in the sight of 
God and man. (Prov 3:1-4)

I said that the final suggestion I have for raising amazing younger people is to teach 
them the truth as God gives us light. I will say in closing that I meant that in two 
senses. If we keep walking with Christ, God will give us more light in the sense of 
wisdom. But he will also make our lives a light in the sense of modeling. The great 
Jewish scholar, Abraham Heschel, put it this way: “What [younger people] need more 
than anything else is not textbooks but text-people. It is the personality of the teacher 
which is the text that the pupils read; the text they will never forget.” 



It doesn’t work to tell younger people to do one thing while we do another. As someone 
once quipped: “Children are natural mimics - they act like their parents in spite of every 
attempt to teach them good manners.” James Baldwin is a bit more encouraging. He 
writes: “Children have never been very good at listening to their elders, but they have 
never failed to imitate them.” I like the simplicity of God’s Word: “Those who walk 
with the wise grow wise” (Prov 13:20). The greatest key to raising amazing people, 
is to be an amazing disciple yourself. So Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and 
do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, 
and he will make straight your paths (Prov 3:5-6).


