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Hopefully, no church leader 
claims a ministry philoso-

phy of, “Yeah, well, we just hop 
on the bandwagon and hope it 
works out.” But it seems like that’s 
essenti ally what oft en happens. So 
when a movement starts talking 
about reaching specifi c groups in 
the church with specifi c methods, 
there is a tendency to think that 
it’s no more than a passing fad.

But occasionally, important 
emphases, for one reason or 
another, fade to the background 
in the life of the church. The new 
book Trained in the Fear of God, 
edited by Randy Sti nson and Tim-
othy Paul Jones, seeks to dem-
onstrate that, though it faded 
during the past 40-50 years, family 
discipleship in the life of a local 
congregati on is a  theologically sig-
nifi cant and historically important 

component that the church needs 
to regain. Sti nson is the dean of 
the School of Church Ministries at 
Southern Seminary, and Jones is 
associate professor of leadership 
and church ministry at SBTS and 
editor of The Journal of Family 
Ministry.

That a focus on family disciple-
ship is not new is signifi cant, as the 
church can look back to a heritage 
of men and women trying to faith-
fully practi ce Scriptural teachings 
in their churches and homes. 

“To be trained in the fear of God 
was, at least in part, to be disci-
plined to live with reverence for an 
order that transcends immediate 
experience or comprehension,” 
writes Bryan Nelson and Jones in 
their introducti on to Trained in the 
Fear of God, about how the earli-
est Christi ans perceived home-

based discipleship. 
Trained in the Fear of God off ers 

essays written by established 
scholars about the biblical-theo-
logical, historical and practi cal 
foundati ons of local church fam-
ily ministry and discipleship. The 
book argues that family ministry 
in a local church is important 
because the Bible establishes the 
family as the primary unit of dis-
cipleship; church history provides 
a rich story of people who sought 
to implement the Bible’s teach-
ings about the family in a local 
church context; and the church 
today should seek to follow the 
Bible’s teaching, learning from the 
history of Christi anity. 

Sti nson and Jones structure the 
book in three secti ons, biblical-
theological, historical and practi -
cal perspecti ve, in order to show 

how the importance of family min-
istry organically arises in Christi an 
thought. 

Throughout Trained in the Fear 
of God, Sti nson and Jones main-
tain that, while family ministry is 
important for a faithful church, no 
ministry type is the foundati on of 
the church.

“The gospel is what changes 
people — not programs or prac-
ti ces; not models or methods; 
but solely and only the gospel of 
Jesus Christ,” writes Nelson and 
Jones. “Every local church should 
be concerned fi rst about how the 
gospel is portrayed, presented, and 
practi ced in the congregati on. This 
includes considering how local con-
gregati ons teach on the subjects of 
marriage and parenti ng and how 
they encourage and minister to 
families” (emphasis original).
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Dinner at the Parr household 
has deteriorated into sheer 

pandemonium. The infant squeals 
in delight at the chaos as his two 
siblings engage in super-powered 
combat with each other. A frazzled 
mom stretches and strains unsuc-
cessfully to restore order. What 
about Bob Parr, father and former 
‘Mr. Incredible’? He stands to the 
side, physically present, relati onally 
absent, and utt erly uncertain as 
to what to do. … Finally, his wife 
fl ings a franti c plea in his directi on: 
‘Bob! It’s ti me to engage!’” Timo-
thy Paul Jones, associate professor 
of leadership and church ministry 
at Southern Seminary and editor 
of the Journal of Family Ministry, 
points to this example from the 
2004 movie The Incredibles as an 
eerily accurate illustrati on of par-
ents sitti  ng in the pews of local 

churches around the world. 
It seems that far too many par-

ents watch youth ministers and 
children’s directors “stretch and 
strain” to promote growth in youth 
and children in the church. But now 
pastors and churches around the 
world, like the thinly stretched Mrs. 
Parr, are calling parents to engage. 
But, like Bob Parr, these parents 
aren’t quite sure what to do.

In an eff ort to explain and then 
bridge this ominous gap, Jones, 
off ers church leaders and parents 
a Family Ministry Field Guide.

Jones’ newest book fl ows from 
the premise that God designed the 
family to be the primary unit of 
discipleship. A nuts-and-bolts man-
ual, Jones’ Family Ministry Field 
Guide shows pastors and church 
lay-workers what a theologically 
robust and historically grounded 

family ministry looks like in a local 
congregati on.

“God’s creati on and human-
ity’s fall have positi oned parents as 
providers and disciplinarians,” he 
writes. “Through redempti on and 
consummati on, parents are called 
to become disciple makers as well. 
Because God has chosen to place 
parti cular children in close prox-
imity to us, these disciple-making 
processes should begin with our 
own children.

“The proclamati on of the gos-
pel that begins in our households 
should spill out beyond the con-
fi nes of our homes, into our com-
muniti es, and then to the utt ermost 
parts of the earth,” Jones writes.

The church fi nds its place, then, 
as it equips parents to functi on as 
biblical disciplers of their children. 
So Jones sets himself to explaining 

why churches need to equip fami-
lies for discipleship and what that 
might look like in practi ce.

Complete with “sketch the 
situati on” boxes to help readers 
think through current, potenti al 
and ideal characteristi cs of local 
church family ministry, Jones orga-
nizes Family Ministry Field Guide 
book into three major secti ons: the 
nature of the gap, the moti vati ons 
for moving toward a “family equip-
ping” ministry and the how-to for 
getti  ng there.  

Jones’ fast-paced, pithy writ-
ing presents the theologically 
signifi cant issue of educati ng and 
nurturing children in the gospel in 
a highly practi cal, down-to-earth 
fashion. Readers will fi nd Family 
Ministry Field Guide a helpful tract 
for developing a faithful, family-
focused local church ethos.
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