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Advice to Parents of Wayward Children  
 

He also said: "A man had two sons. The younger of them 
said to his father, 'Father, give me the share of the estate 
I have coming to me.' So he distributed the assets to 
them. Not many days later, the younger son gathered 
together all he had and traveled to a distant country, 
where he squandered his estate in foolish living. - Luke 
15:11-13 HCSB 
 

It’s true that parents 
carry a great deal of 
responsibility in regards to 
their children’s upbringing. 
We should not provoke 
our children to anger 
through abusive, 
inconsistent or hypocritical 
behavior. Instead we 
should provide them with 
the best discipline and 
training we can offer, 
bringing them up in the 
Lord’s Way so that 

Scriptural principles will always be with them, guiding 
them as they struggle through life on their own.1 

But parents are not the only ones with responsibility. 
Each person (including our children) must decide what to 
do with the training they’ve received. Just as parents of 
righteous children cannot take full credit for their children’s 
good deeds, parents of adult children who have strayed 
from the Way must quit taking full responsibility for the 
child's misbehavior. The child made the choices, and he 
has to suffer the consequences of his behavior.2 

                                                
1 Ephesians 6:4; Proverbs 22:6; 29:15 
2 Deuteronomy 24:16 
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The Prodigal’s righteous father had two sons that we 
can assume were raised in a similar manner. 3 Only one 
openly rebelled. This demonstrates that each child is an 
individual who can choose to follow their parents’ teaching 
or not.  

I've known many godly people with a wayward child. 
Was the believer to blame? In each case there were 
several children in the family. All the children were raised 
with the same values. Only one chose to ignore them. 
Don’t be so arrogant as to think you alone of all human 
parents can raise perfect children. Even God the perfect 
Father has wayward children. Can you do better than 
Yahweh? 

There are numerous biblical examples of good parents 
who have had wicked children. King Jotham did right in 
the sight of the Lord.4 Nevertheless, his son King Ahaz 
chose to follow idols and became so wicked that he burnt 
his own son as an offering to these idols.5 These two 
passages show us that a good and righteous parent who 
humanly makes some mistakes may end up having a 
wicked child. But for every good parent who has a bad 
child we also see many bad parents who have good kids. 
This shows us that parents do bear some responsibility – 
but not all.  

You may ask, but what of Proverbs 22:6’s promise that 
a properly raised child will not depart from the Way? 
Carefully consider the verse. It doesn’t say they’ll never 
reject it. It says “even when he is old”, that is “at the point 
that they reach maturity” he will not depart.  

The Bible is not so naïve as to say that we are just 
robots that respond to input the same way every time. The 
Bible gives room for individuality, for free will. The 
Teacher is simply acknowledging the well-known 
psychological principle that we tend to fall back on the 

                                                
3 Luke 15:11 
4 2 Kings 15:32-34, 38 
5 2 Kings 16:1-4 
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lessons that we learned as children. We may temporarily 
stray as we try new approaches, but a child who is raised 
well will TEND to come back to those ways.  

Try not to take their rejection personally. You are 
collateral damage – a casualty of war. It’s usually more 
about them trying to make their own minds up concerning 
obeying God’s commands than it is about rejecting your 
ways.  

Didn’t the Lord say to Samuel “they have not rejected 
you, but they have rejected me…they have forsaken Me 
and served other gods – so they are doing to you also”?6  

The hardness of the wayward child’s heart has 
rendered them callous. If they continue down that path 
they will eventually give themselves over to promiscuity 
for the practice of every kind of impurity and (as with 
every addiction) their desire for sin will only increase.   

As the Apostle Paul said, “Therefore, I say this and 
testify in the Lord: You should no longer walk as the 
Gentiles walk, in the futility of their thoughts. They are 
darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of 
God, because of the ignorance that is in them and 
because of the hardness of their hearts.” 7 

Like the sinners described in Romans 1 they became 
callous and gave themselves over to promiscuity for the 
practice of every kind of impurity with a desire for more 

and more.8  
Trust me when I tell you 

that, regardless of what they 
may say, their conscience is 
disturbing them and they 
know no peace.9 The 
Scriptures baldly state that all 

                                                
6 1 Samuel 8:7-9 
7 Ephesians 4:17-19 
8 Romans 1:32 
9 Proverbs 28:17 Even a mass murderer never loses his conscience – 
all the way to the grave! Cp Acts 26:14 
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humans know about God instinctively because God has 
put this knowledge in their hearts.10 They have to push 
the truth away from themselves.  

You may think, “But they’re smarter than this! Why are 
they making these stupid mistakes?” The Scriptures state 
that when we refuse to submit to God as He presents 
Himself, we become foolish and our minds become dark 
and confused. Essentially – sin makes one stupid. 
Witness the Prodigal son who profligately wasted his 
inheritance in the face of an oncoming famine. The 
Scriptures say “when he came to his senses…”11 It’s like 
sin lulled his mind into a dulled, quasi-conscious, sleep 
walking state. 

Sometimes our children reject the Way in order to 
pursue other gods: materialism, popularity, power, 
sensuality. And as far as you stand for truth and God’s 
Word you will also be rejected. But remember that it is not 
primarily about you. You just happen to be in the way in 
this battle for their soul.  

Given the wisdom and 
compassion that the righteous 
father demonstrated, and given the 
fact that he represents Adonai, I’m 
certain the father had many 
discussions with the Prodigal 
before distributing his assets to his 
rebellious son.  

Through the prophet Samuel 
Adonai warned the people of Israel 
of the consequences of rejecting 
God as their king. Just think of the 
Devil when read of the king as you go through that 
passage12 and consider the parallels. When we choose 
Lucifer’s way he reigns over us. He takes our children and 

                                                
10 Romans 1:18-20 cp Ecclesiastes 3:11 
11 Luke 15:17 
12 1 Samuel 8:10-18 
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gets them to serve him. He will take the best of our goods. 
Consider how much suffering addicts cause themselves 
as they poor their income into their veins, down their 
throats or onto the poker table. Consider the money 
wasted by those who worship the false god Entertainment 
or the idol of Materialism. When he is done with us we will 
cry out because of the king we have chosen for ourselves 
but the Lord may not answer us in that day.13 

Like Samuel, speak to your children. Warn them 
severely of the consequences of their decisions. Try your 
best to wave them off from self-destruction. However, if 
they stubbornly refuse to listen, listen to Hashem’s advice 
to Samuel and let them go their way.14 

As to whether or not you should participate in 
weddings of children choosing wrong mates, note that 
Samuel participated in the ceremonies and rituals 
associated with the kingship.15 There is only one issue 
that I have found for which we are to separate ourselves 
from our family – that is over Christ. If they are asking 
you, through whatever activity, to reject the Lord, then the 
Lord must come first.16  

This does not mean that you have to put your blessing 
on or render aid to a given activity like a marriage. You 
can attend in order to show your love for the wayward 
child, but do not help any activity that would be bad for 
that child or their relationship with God. Make it clear that 
it is their sin and not themselves that you reject.  

For instance: a person who enjoys dancing and had a 
homosexual instructor asked where to draw the line. How 
do you show love for him without condoning his sin? My 
advice was to be friendly and 
loving towards him. If he is 
dancing in some general 

                                                
13 1 Samuel 8:18 
14 1 Samuel 8:19-22 
15 1 Samuel 10:1, 24-25 
16 Exodus 32:26-29; Luke 14:26 
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presentation then attend and support his art. But if he is 
dancing in something that is in support of homosexuality 
(like a fund-raiser or an all gay presentation) then do not 
attend.  

Understand that they don’t necessarily want to be 
protected. Adults have a lot more freedom than children, 
but adults understand, often through bitter experience, 
that with freedom come responsibilities and 
repercussions. Younger children are protected from some 
repercussions by their parents, but our older children 
cannot always be, nor do they necessarily want to be, 
protected. 

The Prodigal was not some young teenager. He was 
an adult who was able to travel alone and rent housing. 
He was old enough to know better, to know some of the 
consequences but he chose to think he was different. He 
mistakenly believed that “life” wouldn’t happen to him. 

Consider Israel’s decision to have a king. They wanted 
to be “like all the nations.” The Prodigal probably used the 
same kind of argument. “Everyone else is doing this or 
that.” He probably told his father, “You’re just old-
fashioned. I wont’ fall for those consequences. I’m not all 
these other people. You raised me well – I’ll be careful.” 
Blah blah blah. All the twisted, humanistic logic in the 
world will not change the consequences of a heart bound 
over to its yetzer hara.  

Israel was an entire nation voting in a democratic 
process. Democracy doesn’t always work. In fact, if you 
review the history of groups or crowds in the Bible you will 
find an ugly story. Crowds almost always descend to the 
lowest common denominator. Your child may be arguing 
“everyone else does this.” This is not a valid argument.  

On the other hand, you cannot use that as an 
argument either. Just because he is choosing to go 
against what society dictates does not necessarily mean 
it’s wrong. Martin Luther King Jr. went against society too 
– but he was righteous. The conclusion we must draw is 
that the only truly valid argument is either “This is right 
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and the Scriptures say so here” or “This is wrong and the 
Scriptures say so here.”   

Avoid open confrontation as much as possible. Paul 
teaches, “If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at 
peace with all men.”17 It doesn’t say “be at peace.” It says 
“If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace.” Big 
difference. There will be a time and a place for open 
confrontation. But you need to make those times occur as 
far apart as possible. This is part of choosing your 
battlefield and your timing. Be patient. Confrontation with 
an adult child almost never works. It only gives them an 
opportunity to test their will and strength. Even though it 
might not necessarily always work, discussion about 
behavior will always work better.  

Let’s consider the next 2 verses in Jesus’ parable: 
• Luke 15:13-14 HCSB Not many days later, the 

younger son gathered together all he had and 
traveled to a distant country, where he squandered 
his estate in foolish living. After he had spent 
everything, a severe famine struck that country, 
and he had nothing. -  

The apostle cautioned “Do not be deceived, bad 
company corrupts good morals.”18 I doubt the young man 
went through his entire inheritance alone. The Greek for 
“foolish living” is “asotos zao”. “Asotos” means “dissolute, 
riotous or profligate”. It’s rather difficult to live a dissolute 
life alone. There were fellow sinners egging him on in his 
foolishness. 

It is critical to discover who else has been influencing 
him and to work toward separating him from those who 
would entice him into sin.19 One explanation for the 
difference in kids all raised in the same family with the 
same rules could be the role of the "non-shared 
environment." Who influences their behavior outside the 

                                                
17 Romans 12:18 cp Ephesians 4:2-3; 6:4 
18 1 Corinthians 15:33 cp 5:6 
19 Proverbs 1:10-15 
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home setting? Who are your children's role models? 
Every child has one. Is the child influenced by a favorite 
teacher or by a violent, out of control super athlete? Do 
you know who your child's friends are? How well do you 
know them? 

Just because a person claims to be a Christian does 
not make it so. Just because a person wears a clerical 
collar or is called pastor doesn’t make them godly. Just 
because a person defines themselves as your friend 
doesn’t mean they are actually putting your needs ahead 
of their own. This important for you to identify these 
people so you know who the “players” on the field are.  

This is also important 
to point out to the 
wayward child. They will 
want to identify with and 
listen to others. They 
need to know how to 
identify friends and foes. 
The Bible says that the 
way to do that is to look 
at their “fruit”.20 Do you 

truly want to take marriage advice from someone whose 
marriages have failed repeatedly? Do you want to take 
financial advice from someone who is bankrupt? 

Plan for the future. Hashem has promised that the 
godly can look forward to happiness.21 He said “Surely 
you have a future ahead of you; your hope will not be 
disappointed.”22 Don’t allow your concerns over your child 
ruin your other relationships. Don’t allow it to cause you to 
grow bitter and nasty. First, they need to see that your 
way produces happiness and hope. If your way only 
produces bitterness and arguments, why should they want 
to listen to you? 

                                                
20 Matthew 7:16 
21 Proverbs 11:23 
22 Proverbs 23:17-18 cp 24:13-14 
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Second, in their rebellion against your chosen way 
they are expecting only wrath. It is surprising to still be 
loved when you are rejecting someone. It throws them off. 
It keeps them off balance and paying attention. As 
another passage puts it “Do not be overcome by evil, but 
overcome evil with good.”23  

Third, young people need worthy goals. Help your 
child develop a plan. Do this especially when they are in 
disagreement with you because it helps them realize that 
you still love them and have hope for your relationship 
and their future.24  

 
Now let’s skip ahead to verse 20 of Luke 15:  
• Luke 15:20 HCSB So he got up and went to his 

father. But while the son was still a long way off, his 
father saw him and was filled with compassion. He 
ran, threw his arms around his neck, and kissed 
him. -  

Say “I love you” a lot. Show your affection for them 
physically. You need to tell him that, although you 
disapprove of the choices he has 
made, you still love him. Imitate the 
Master who expressed His love and 
longing for His rebellious children, 
even as He recognized that they 
would continue in their rebellion.25 Be 
quick to forgive them. Be quick to 
accept them back when they have 
truly repented.26  

In Genesis we read that the Lord 
God came looking for His wayward 
children.27 He asked what seems at 

                                                
23 Romans 12:21 
24 1 Corinthians 13:7, 13 love hopes 
25 Matthew 23:37 
26 2 Corinthians 2:6-8 
27 Genesis 3:8 
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first glance to be an odd question. He called out “Where 
are you?” God knew exactly where they were physically - 
geographically. He was asking where they were in relation 
to Him. Even though He knew they had sinned, He still 
came and made Himself available to them. I am 
convinced that if they had confessed their sins and 
repented of them, Yahweh would have forgiven them. 
Why am I convinced of that? Because that is what He has 
done ever since.28 When we were God’s wayward 
children He came looking for us. He made Himself 
available to us. He sacrificially died for us. He did not wait 
until we were in right standing with Him. 

The righteous father ran to the prodigal when the 
prodigal was still a long way off. His response to the little 
progress his rebellious child made was overwhelming. He 
did not merely meet him halfway. He looked for that little 
bit of progress and made the most of it.  

The prodigal confessed his sins and the father 
immediately forgave him and celebrated.29 There was not 
a long, protracted preaching session that included several 
“I told you so” statements. There was simple celebration 
over a right decision. That’s part of the “cling to good, 
abhor the evil” philosophy of love.30  

However, don’t allow your feelings for your child cause 
you to deny him a valuable lesson in the wages of sin. Let 
him deal with consequences. Hashem forgave David, yet 
allowed his child to die.31 The righteous father didn’t carve 
up his older son’s inheritance to share with the young 
prodigal.32 The younger prodigal son was forgiven and 
brought back into a loving relationship with his father, but 
he still had lost his inheritance and whatever was left 
belonged to his older brother. He also still had to win his 

                                                
28 Romans 5:6-8 
29 Luke 15:21-22 
30 Romans 12:9 
31 2 Samuel 12:13-14 
32 Luke 15:31 
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brother’s love. Not everyone is a quick to forgive and 
when we sin, we have to deal with that. 

The adulterous woman was forgiven of her sin and 
was relieved of the worst of the consequences (death). 
Nevertheless, she was still publicly humiliated, told by 
Jesus that what she did was sinful, would have to deal 
with the whispers of her neighbors and the anger of her 
husband.33 

When he comes to you to bail him out of his 
problems,34 you need to lovingly tell him that the problem 
he is dealing with is the consequence of the choices he 
has made. Make him deal with it. Show him how to make 
good decisions. Steer him toward the solutions but don't 
"fund" his behavior. Don’t be an “enabler”. 

 
Now let’s move on to verse 24.  
• Luke 15:24 HCSB because this son of mine was 

dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!' 
So they began to celebrate.  

The wise father knew 
that it was sinful, self-
centered pride that led his 
son to ask for his 
inheritance early. He 
could have taken offense 
at being told in essence 
“Dad I can’t wait for you 
to die. Give me my 

inheritance now.” Yet he chose to consider his son lost. 
No one gets lost on purpose. Everyone thinks they are 
going the right way. It is only once we start getting signals 
that it slowly dawns on us how far off track we are.  

When you talk to your children about their behavior 
ascribe, when possible, good motives to their behavior. 

                                                
33 John 8:11 
34 Exodus 23:2 don’t go along with sin; 2 Thessalonians 3:10 natural 
consequences – i.e. you don’t work you don’t get to eat. 
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Though they mean well, they are choosing badly. Paul 
used this technique in Athens. He said “I see that you are 
so religious that you even have an altar to an unknown 
god. May I introduce Him to you?”35 Whatever culture they 
are into, try to find some way to use that culture’s 
concepts as an introduction to biblical culture. In the 
apostle’s parlance, become a Jew to the Jews, law 
abiding to the law abiding, weak to the weak, becoming all 
things to all men (yet without sin) so that you can save 
them.36 

When discussing behavior talk about behavior in 
general, not their behavior in particular, this way they can 
be objective and not feel the need to protect their position. 
Try to think like they do – enter into their minds and argue 
your position using their language. Try to make appeals 
that actually appeal to them. Don’t use arguments that 
only appeal to you. For instance – in debating Christ with 
Mormons I use the Book of Mormon or Pearl of Great 
Price too. I show that I’m willing to consider their point of 
view, but then reveal the weaknesses of their foundation. 
In trying to influence a materialistic person, I try to 
demonstrate how the Bible’s financial principles, if 
followed, can successfully lead a person to wealth. If 
talking to a weak, fearful person, I lead them to verses 
that show how God is our fortress. 

Be prepared for argument.37 They will question every 
point you make; remember, they don't have the years of 
experience you have accumulated to find this wisdom, 
what you know may not match what they have learned.  

Don’t be shocked and disappointed when it happens. 
You are dealing with humanity’s inherent sinful nature. It’s 
like being surprised when a dog barks or a frog jumps. It’s 
natural. It’s not necessarily pleasant but it is the nature of 
an unregenerate or rebellious person. Your job, like 

                                                
35 Acts 17:22-23 
36 1 Corinthians 9:19-22 
37 Ezekiel 3:4-9 



 13 

Ezekiel’s is not to fix them or change them. Your job is 
simply to tell them the truth. This takes a great deal of 
strength of character. It takes a lot of stubbornness (or, 
stated more positively, patience). Ezekiel had to have a 
hard head to deal with his generation. Be stronger than 
the rebellious child. Be more stubborn than they are. You 
are, after all, standing on the moral high ground. That in 
itself should grant you great moral strength.  

 
Finally, let’s consider verses 31-32:  
• Luke 15:31-32 HCSB "'Son,' he said to him, 'you 

are always with me, and everything I have is yours. 
But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this 
brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he 
was lost and is found.'"  

Teach them to think 
critically. Do not just impart 
wisdom. Ask questions that 
lead them to wisdom. This 
technique used by the 
Master. He asked the 
disciples “who do people say 
I am? Who do you say I 
am?”38 Then He encouraged the right kind of answers.  

Of course we have to realize that this method will not 
be universally successful. Even the Master was not able 
to always deter wicked people from their determination 
though He used the very same technique. In some cases 
it simply infuriated their unrepentant hearts.39 Yet, if there 
is any hope at all, this will be one of the better methods to 
try.  

Don't get hung up on unimportant things.40 Be 
selective in your battles. Don’t hit air – aim well at targets 
carefully chosen. Lay aside those things that will 

                                                
38 Matthew 16:13-17 
39 John 10:31-36; Matthew 21:23-27 
40 1 Corinthians 9:26; Hebrews 12:1 
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encumber your efforts. Make a list of all the things that 
bother you. Then rank them. Go after the top priority items 
and drop the bottom half of the list. Resolve not to bring 
up any of those issues. 

Keep potential harm in mind. When dealing with a 
behavior think about how important the issue is. Is it really 
an important enough of an issue to get into an argument? 
Who is it harming? It might be embarrassing, but is it 
really harmful? Though not immediately harmful, will it 
lead to harmful behavior? If on the other hand the child’s 
behavior is dangerous, either to themselves or others, 
then it may be necessary to take some sort of action, 
though not necessarily confrontation.  

Patience and forgiveness, though difficult at times, is 
vital.41 Parents need to be firm but fair. The key is to treat 
the prodigal as an adult but to protect them as much as 
possible and to be there when they finally come home.  

Realize that the mechanisms used in the past no 
longer work.42 Conflict can often occur simply because the 
parent is slow to realize he is talking to a young adult, not 
a large child. That means that if you would not put up with 
abusive language from another adult, then don’t put up 
with it from them. If you would take the time to listen to 
another adult’s full argument then take the time to listen to 
them. If the behavior persists 
then you treat them like they 
would treat another adult. If 
this means that you wouldn't 
talk to an adult that talked to 
you that way then when the 
child talks to you in their tone 
then you walk away or ask 
them to. 

This is what “treating 
them like an adult” means. 

                                                
41 1 Corinthians 4:10-16 
42 Ecclesiastes 3:1-5 
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The godly father could have been offended by the 
older son’s coldness. The younger son demonstrated 
selfishness in asking for his inheritance early. The older 
son demonstrated selfish pride in his “good” behavior. 
Instead of getting angry and bitter, the wise father 
entreated his son to rejoice in his brother’s restitution. 

Paul enjoins us to carefully consider to whom we are 
speaking and to craft our approach accordingly.43 Do not 
waste time speaking inappropriately. Don’t just blurt out 
what comes first to your mind. Don’t keep using strategies 
that have not worked in the past. Choose the strategy that 
will work.  

Don’t yell. One of you needs to be the adult.44 
Someone in this situation needs to be the calm mature 
voice of reason. It might as well be you. Subtle lessons 
like these take time to work but they do work. Yelling and 
pleading with them doesn't because it only teaches how to 
get someone to yell. 

Don’t simply “wait it out.”45 True love is active. It 
involves constantly encouraging those things that make 
for righteousness and constantly trying to prune out those 
things which are evil. The worst advice you can give the 
parent of a wayward child is “He’ll grow out of it.” You 
might think that would be the most comforting thing you 
could say. But the problem with that attitude is that while 
you are waiting for him to grow out of it, you are doing 
nothing to change the situation. You are waiting for him, 
who is wrong, to realize that you and your values are 
right.  

Instead, try to nip bad behavior in the bud. Discipline 
the behavior as soon as you realize the error.46 Don’t 
waste time regretting that you didn’t do it when they were 
little. Just start doing what you can as soon as you can. 

                                                
43 1 Corinthians 9:19-22 
44 1 Corinthians 13:4-5, 11 
45 Romans 12:9; 1 Corinthians 13:6 
46 Proverbs 19:18 
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Study, learn, read. Do what you can to be aware of early 
warning signs and take them seriously. Early professional 
intervention can alter behavior. The longer the behavior is 
permitted, the less likely change will occur. 

Maintain the lines of communication. Like the wise 
father, make sure the child knows you will receive them if 
they will only turn from their sin. You need to be in 
constant communication. Don't widen the gap and make it 
more difficult for them to return. 
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