
 

 

Open Ear to Discipline 
David Harbach 

 
 When a covenant child challenges the authority of his or her parents and disobeys 

them, that covenant child is disciplined in love. This is true for our covenant children no 

matter which authority they challenge and disobey. It is also true no matter how often 

they disobey. The discipline we use is covenant discipline and is unique to the children of 

God. The ungodly world of man can imitate this discipline but can never experience the 

true joy we experience as God's people, either when we are disciplined or when we do the 

disciplining. We do well to keep this in mind in the light of today’s emphasis on 

correcting the ills of society. There is the tendency to go along with the ideas of modern 

man concerning the disciplining of children without examining these ideas carefully in 

the true light of God's Word. Ultimately, this modern discipline, sometimes called 

Christian discipline, leads to the deadly poison of common grace, which I will explain 

later in this article. Christian discipline is nothing new. However, covenant discipline is 

unique in that it arises from the regenerated heart and only belongs to God's people and 

their seed in continued generations. Covenant discipline finds all of its power in the 

promises of God. As God's people, we must exercise covenant discipline with ourselves 

and with our children all of the time. In this article, I find four areas of discussion 

necessary in order to understand covenant discipline in the broad sense. These four areas 

are: discipline in general, covenant discipline in connection with righteousness, the 

parents' obligation to discipline and our obligation as young people toward discipline. 

 To begin then, the word discipline has nine noun meanings and three verb 

meanings according to the Oxford English Dictionary. In the noun use of the word, 

discipline can mean: instruction, teaching, learning and educating; a branch of 

instruction; instruction used to form the pupil to correct behavior; the orderly conduct 

which results from training; the order maintained by students in school; the system of 

order maintained in the church; and correction, chastisement, punishment inflicted by 

way of correction. In the verb use of the word, discipline can mean: to instruct, to 

educate, to subject to discipline; to inflict discipline upon someone by way of scourging 

or flogging; and to deal with or treat in an orderly manner. 

 Our problem in understanding the meaning of the word discipline is found in the 

way we use the word. The word discipline evokes in us a negative response. We don't 

like to use the word because we think it relates only to some bad or naughty deed. It 

becomes what is done to us when we have committed a gross or public sin. It is also what 

we do to others when they disobey us. We sense a feeling of pain with the word 

discipline because we associate it with being spanked, reprimanded or corrected. Our 

human nature reacts against correction of misbehavior. Our human nature reacts against 

authority. Both of these facts are related to discipline. Then for us, the word discipline 

becomes distasteful and unpleasant. This is unfortunate because the word discipline 

should evoke a positive response in God's people. For example, discipline is Godly 

instruction. Instruction in the ways of the Lord, in true godliness and in true holiness. 

Discipline is necessary so that we lead a sincere godly life. Covenant discipline is 

directing and guiding the child of God unto a mature man of God. Oh yes, it hurts! It is 

hard work all our life, but it is for our good because it is rooted in God's love for His 



 

 

people. It not only points out our sins, but also points us to the cross of Christ, where we 

find the full blessedness of salvation. Covenant discipline is the work of our Father in 

heaven to turn us away from our sins and unto Himself, so that we partake of His blessed 

covenant fellowship. 

 Secondly, covenant discipline always points to the righteousness of God. 

Discipline is necessary to teach us that to be righteous is to be in harmony with God's 

will. We see our sinful deeds because God shows them to us. We know we are worthy of 

God's wrath, but we believe assuredly God has imputed unto us the righteousness of 

Christ. Therefore, we are enabled to obey God's will. A deeper meaning can be 

understood in this quote from H. Hoeksema's Reformed Dogmatics, page 130, 

"Righteousness as imputed to the elect sinner in Christ is that Gift of God's grace 

conceived in eternity, realized in Christ, bestowed on the elect through faith, and 

perfected in the day of judgement, whereby the elect sinner is translated from a state of 

condemnation into a state of justification, and in Christ judged to be in perfect harmony 

with the will of God. on the basis of which he obtains a right to eternal life." Covenant 

discipline is possible because of the righteousness of God and has as its goal the 

perfecting of the child of God. 

 The Bible has in it the expression "righteousness of faith." Romans 10:6. Rev. H. 

Hoeksema in God's Eternal Good Pleasure, page 140, writes, "The expression 'righteous 

by faith,' then, signifies that you are justified by means of faith. It means that the source 

of your and my righteousness is Christ. His work, His atoning death, His resurrection, in 

which God gave Him testimony that He, Who entered into the deepest agonies of death 

for our sins, finished all things, fulfilled all God's demands, is perfectly righteous as Head 

of His Church, and that His people are righteous in Him .... I have the blessed assurance 

that I am righteous before God." In being disciplined we are sometimes in despair 

because of the terribleness of our sins. Yet, we must not look at ourselves for deliverance 

but to Christ and His work on the accursed tree. Then we are encouraged to fight the 

battle of faith. Then discipline becomes for us, covenant instruction in the ways of our 

righteous God. 

 Thirdly, discipline is not something covenant parents may or may not do. 

Discipline must be carried out constantly. We must not assume our children will learn to 

be obedient on their own. We must not think that, because they are covenant children 

who possess a regenerated heart and Christ's spirit, they will eventually obey, even 

though they may be naughty for a little bit. This is where we overlook the sins of our 

children. This is where we are dead wrong. It is a failure to obey God, when He tells us to 

lead, guide and teach His children the ways of the Lord. Yet, there are parents that 

maintain a proper discipline with their children, but face the dificult task of raising 

covenant children who are terrors. These parents are at their wits end as to what to do. "I 

have tried everything and nothing works," they say. Admittedly there is no amazing cure-

all for such problems, nor should we look for one. The point I wish to make is don't give 

up, but keep using your sanctified wisdom and the God-given right and privilege to raise 

His children in the fear of the Lord. You know this is very hard to do, but it must be 

performed! To lead or instruct our children, does not mean to let them do as they please, 

nor does it mean to beat the living tar out of them. We must live as a godly example 

before our children while we lead and teach them this same example found in God's 

Word. As parents, we must come to them with the Word of God. Unfortunately, most of 



 

 

the time we forget to do this even though God commands us to do this. Next time, let us 

remember to go to the foot of the cross of Christ with our children! 

 At this point, let us consider together the recent emphasis on disciplining children 

according to God's Word. There are those who rightly see the Bible as a profound source 

of wisdom in the instruction of our children. There are well-known -psychologists who 

have written books expressing a Christian discipline. Dr. Dobson is well-known to most 

of us and his books are worth reading. However, there is no emphasis on covenant 

discipline. The danger is to think like these psychologists, who know very little about 

God's Covenant of Grace and who know less about an antithetical walk in the midst of 

the world. The process goes something like this; children today are far more disobedient 

than ever before and this creates an attitude of despair on the part of the parents. "Nothing 

seems to work," they say. The world calls this an ill of society. The church calls it the 

sign of the times and seeks to smother it in love. In both instances, the people seem to be 

at a dead end as to where to go for help. Then come along the saviors, who tell us how to 

discipline our children. We flock to hear them and attend their classes. We learn a lot and 

soon begin using the principles we learned from them. Without realizing it, we have 

become disciplined to think like them. Their cry is that all children can be disciplined 

because all children are inherently capable of doing good and obeying God's Word, if 

only they would. They also cry God is gracious to all children. Therefore, all children are 

capable of performing some good by being obedient. Finally, they cry, because children 

are capable of performing civil good, by being obedient, this shows God's favorable 

attitude to them. You recognize, I am sure, the poison of common grace running through 

these cries. Let us discipline our children, not because they are naturally capable of doing 

good but because God has worked in them His righteousness and made them capable and 

willing to obey those whom God places over them.  

 Finally, there is a passage in Job 36: 10. Elihu, for the third time, speaks to Job 

and tells him in Chapter 35 that he has spoken wrongly and should be sorry for what he 

has said. In chapter 36, Elihu gives numerous reasons why Job should submit to God's 

will in his life. Elihu begins by expressing to Job the ways in which God leads His 

people. Young people, verse ten through twelve reads, "He openeth also their ear to 

discipline, and commandeth that they return from iniquity. If they obey and serve, they 

shall spend their days in prosperity and their years in pleasure. But if they obey not, they 

shall perish by the sword, and they shall die without knowledge." These are strong words 

young people. When God opens our ear to discipline, we hear Him speaking to us and 

telling us to serve Him. Verse ten is a striking example of obedience. Consider this 

thought, when I stop up my ears my ability to hear is impaired, so that I cannot hear at all. 

I cannot hear words spoken to me. When I persist in doing this for a long time, the 

knowledge that I might have gained through hearing is totally lost. In fact, I become a 

danger to myself. Someone may say, "Look out!" I do not hear this warning. That is a 

picture of us as we are by nature. We do not want to hear. God works with us and in us so 

that He opens our ear to discipline, to instruction, to teaching, so that we know who we 

are, why we are here, what we are to do, and how we are to do it. There is no Mystery, 

there is the loving command to stop sinning, to flee from sin, to flee to Christ. Young 

people, strive to follow your parents’ godly instruction, because God is speaking to you 

through them! 
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