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In this article I will argue that Jesus has given 
believers a “key” that promises to help them 
glorify God in their families. It is a priority 
that is plainly spoken, but one that is easily 
missed when well-meaning Christians sinful-
ly put their family above God. Though this 
“key” may at first seem to be at odds with 
loving our families in a way that glorifies God, 
it will be shown that only by loving Christ in 
a way that looks like hate towards our fami-
lies can we actually glorify God in loving our 
families.

From two passages in the Gospels, I will 
show how Jesus’ call to discipleship, “to hate 
[one’s] own father and mother and wife and 
children and brothers and sisters” is the key to 
glorifying God in family relations. While the 
Bible does not guarantee that our discipleship 
will result in the conversion or improvement 
of our families—sometimes it promises the 
opposite (Matt 10:34–35)—God’s Word does 
promise that when Christians abide as true 
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disciples, God will produce fruit in 
their lives ( John 15:5, 7–8), often 
with positive effects on their family.1

THE KEY
The key to glorifying God in the 
family is found in two parallel pas-
sages.

Whoever loves father or mother more 
than me is not worthy of me, and who-
ever loves son or daughter more than 
me is not worthy of me. And whoever 
does not take his cross and follow me 
is not worthy of me. Whoever finds his 
life will lose it, and whoever loses his 
life for my sake will find it. (Matthew 
10:37-38)

If anyone comes to me and does not 
hate his own father and mother and 
wife and children and brothers and sis-
ters, yes, and even his own life, he can-
not be my disciple. (Luke 14:26)

For those who care about the family, 
these words seem shocking. Since 
the family was God’s idea, we might 
expect Jesus to say something more 
like this: “If anyone comes to me 
and does not love his own father and 
mother and wife and children and 
brothers and sisters cannot be my 
disciple.” Or, “Whoever loves father, 
mother, son or daughter is qualified 
to serve in the church.”

After all, why would Jesus want 
disciples who hate their family?  
Certainly, the church searching for 
a family minister would be greatly 
concerned if they heard an impres-
sive candidate say: “Yes, to answer 

your question, I hate my parents, my 
children, and even my wife.”  

Context must be taken into 
consideration, but even then, Je-
sus’ words are shocking!  They 
demand an explanation, but not at 
the expense of missing the force of 
his hyperbole. Indeed, if we explain 
away his words too quickly we neu-
ter their power to produce fruit in 
our lives and Christ’s presence in our 
homes. 

What we need to see is how Jesus 
esteems family relations, especially 
with children, and then to see how 
this call to hate mother and father, 
child and wife fits into the larger 
framework of Christian discipleship 
and family relations. Therefore, in 
the following section, I will examine 
Jesus’ positive sentiments towards 
children. Then, I will show how 
these two statements from the Gos-
pels clarify the way believers glorify 
God in their earthly families. Last, I 
will show how this principle can be 
applied in life through two personal 
illustrations.
THE TREASURE OF CHILDREN
In the Gospels, it is evident that 
Jesus placed special importance on 
receiving children.2  Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke all record the way Jesus 
interacted with them.3 Therefore, 
before considering the tempta-
tion children can create for doting 
parents, we must consider how Jesus 
himself loved children.  
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Matthew 18:1–4
In a section of Matthew’s Gospel 
that considers “life under kingdom 
authority,” Jesus confronts the 
arrogance of his disciples.4 Matthew 
records, 

At that time the disciples came to 
Jesus, saying, “Who is the greatest in 
the kingdom of heaven?”  And calling 
to him a child, he put him in the midst 
of them and said, “Truly, I say to you, 
unless you turn and become like chil-
dren, you will never enter the kingdom 
of heaven. Whoever humbles himself 
like this child is the greatest in the king-
dom of heaven.” (18:1–4)

In this encounter, Jesus calls a child 
to himself. He puts him in the mid-
dle of the disciples as an example of 
the kingdom. He does not ostracize 
or belittle him.5 Instead, he warmly 
commends the child as a model of 
Christian discipleship, saying “unless 
you turn and become like this child, 
you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven.”6  

It is important to note that Jesus 
does not mean citizenship in the 
kingdom depends on being childish 
or be uninformed (cf. 1 Cor 14:20).7 
Rather, childlikeness is a matter 
of humility: “Whoever humbles 
himself like this child in the greatest 
in the kingdom of heaven” (v. 4). He 
recognizes the humble, dependent 
nature of children, and he says that 

this is the kind of posture we must 
adopt to enter God’s kingdom. We 
must forsake self-reliance, self-exal-
tation, and humbly rest in the arms 
of our loving father.8  

Steeped in the traditions of Israel, 
Jesus’ view of children reflects that 
of the Old Testament, where on nu-
merous occasions God’s people de-
scribe themselves as children before 
God. For instance, in 1 Kings 3:7 
the regal Solomon says, “I am only a 
little child and do not know how to 
carry out my duties.” God hears this 
prayer and blesses him with wisdom, 
wealth, and power. Clearly, Solomon 
is not a gullible and needy child. 
He is a mighty king. But before the 
Lord, he recognizes his child-like de-
pendence. In fact, it was his failure 
to retain this posture that cost him 
and his sons the kingdom.

Likewise, Psalm 131 says:
O LORD, my heart is not lifted up; 
my eyes are not raised too high; 
I do not occupy myself with things 
too great and too marvelous for me. 
But I have calmed and quieted my soul, 
like a weaned child with its mother; 
like a weaned child is my soul within 
me. 

O Israel, hope in the LORD 
from this time forth and forevermore.

What a beautiful picture of the 
Christian. No longer crying, wres-
tling, and fighting their heavenly 
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father, but resting, comforted, suck-
led and secure. The dependence of 
an infant on his mother pictures our 
dependence on God the Father.9 

With Jesus, it is apparent that he 
delights in this child as a reflection 
of humble trust. In his dependent 
humanity, he displays a beautiful re-
ality that can only be sustained and 
enjoyed at length in God’s heavenly 
kingdom.  
 
Matthew 19:13–15
Something similar transpires in Mat-
thew 19:13–15:

Then children were brought to him 
that he might lay his hands on them 
and pray. The disciples rebuked the 
people, but Jesus said, ‘Let the little 
children come to me and do not hinder 
them, for to such belongs the kingdom 
of heaven.’ And he laid his hands on 
them and went away.

While Jesus’ disciples rebuke the people—
presumably parents—who brought their chil-
dren to Jesus, Jesus rebukes his disciples.10 He 
commands his disciples to bring the children 
to him. Again, he compares the children to 
those who will inherit the kingdom. To be 
clear, his comparison does not affirm that all 
children are saved or citizens of the kingdom. 
It does indicate that followers of Christ must 
be absolutely dependent on the Father, just 
like little children.11

More than that, Jesus’ words carry 
the weight of what he had said ear-
lier in Matthew 18:5–6: “Whoever 
receives one such child in my name 
receives me, but whoever causes one 
of these little ones who believe in 

me to sin, it would be better for him 
to have a great millstone fastened 
around his neck and to be drowned 
in the depth of the sea.”

Thus, in these two passages (Matt 
18:1–6; 19:13–15), Jesus shows the 
way he treasures children. He mod-
els before us how we should treat 
children. He doesn’t neglect them, 
look beyond them, or get upset by 
their presence. He neither ignores 
them nor considers them a nuisance. 
In fact, “Jesus had a great interest in 
children,” something we should not 
overlook.12 Morris highlights the 
significance of Jesus’ love for chil-
dren: 

It is not easy to think of Muhammad 
as concerned for little children, or 
Gautama the Buddha. But the Gospels 
make it clear that there were often chil-
dren around Jesus. He observed their 
games (11:16–17), spoke of them in 
his teaching, and clearly was genuinely 
interested in them.13

Indeed, being informed by the 
Old Testament, Jesus considers 
children a blessing from the Lord 
(cf. Pss 127, 128). At the same time, 
with eyes fixed on eternity, he sees 
in them glimpses of his coming 
kingdom (cf. Zech 8:5). He esteems 
their humble dependence on their 
superiors as a typological model of 
the citizens of his own kingdom. As 
Christ-followers, we too should love 
children like Christ did. 
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Loving Children Like Christ  
Loved Children
When we behold the next genera-
tion, we must let the gospel inform 
our love. We must see in them two 
things at once: They are image-bear-
ers created by God for his glory (Isa 
43:6–7), and they are sinners whose 
nature offends God (Eph 2:3) and 
whose unbelief invites his wrath 
( John 3:36). Therefore, to love them 
like Christ, we must do more than 
simply express kindness; we must 
share with them the gospel of the 
kingdom.14 

Practically, we must ask ourselves: 
What can I do to introduce this 
child to the love of God and the 
gospel of Jesus Christ? How can I 
walk before her so that she can see 
a model of God’s fatherly love or 
Christ’s sacrificial service? How can 
I tell him about the Son of God who 
died for sinners like him? Created by 
the same maker, we have an onerous 
privilege to share Christ with the 
next generation (Ps 78:1–8). In this 
sense, our love for them must be 
more than sentimental; it must be 
Christ-like. While we cannot save 
them by our actions or even by our 
faithful disclosure of the gospel, we 
must believe that God desires that 
all children would come to a saving 
knowledge of the truth (1 Tim 2:4). 
We must share the gospel with them 
in sincere hope that they will one 

day trust Christ.
In contrast to a world of adults 

who look to improve their image 
among their peers or increase their 
status among superiors, the followers 
of Christ reach down to the little 
ones, receiving children, adopting 
children, having children, and look-
ing for ways to lay down their lives 
for children. As Jesus loved them, so 
must we. And still, in all our count-
er-cultural efforts to prize children, 
we must beware of an insidious 
temptation that can poison the very 
love we have for our children, mak-
ing an idol of them.

 
The Temptation of Making 
Children an Idol
If it is a ubiquitous fact that Jesus 
loved children, what follows may 
seem impossible or at least count-
er-intuitive. The key to loving our 
children best is loving Christ so 
much that by comparison our love 
for them looks like “hate” (Luke 
14:26). This kind of language is, of 
course, hyperbolic, but overstated as 
it may be, Jesus knew what he was 
doing with his words when he com-
pared his disciples love for him with 
their love for their loved ones.

As we have seen, Jesus loved 
children, and yet, in order to stress 
the importance of our commitment 
to God as his disciples, Jesus said, 
“Whoever loves father or mother, 
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son or daughter more than me, is 
not worthy of me. If you do not hate 
your own father and mother and 
wife and children and brothers and 
sisters . . . you cannot be my disci-
ple.”  Why does he say that? Let me 
suggest two reasons. 

 
First, Jesus is the most central 
person in the universe. 
Ephesians 1:10 says that all heaven 
and earth are united in Christ, and 
in his hyperbole found in Matthew 
10 and Luke 14 Jesus stresses his 
own centrality.15 He is not simply 
any son; he is the Son.16 He is the 
archetypal Son, the one through 
whom every family derives its name 
(Eph 3:14), the one who perfectly 
embodies and reveals the Heavenly 
Father (Matt 10:27).Therefore, he 
makes no apologies for his Lord-
ship. In speaking of his mission to 
the earth in Matthew 10:34–36, he 
clarifies his purposes:

Do not think that I have come to bring 
peace to the earth. I have not come to 
bring peace, but a sword. For I have 
come to set a man against his father, 
and a daughter against her mother, and 
a daughter-in-law against her mother-
in-law. And a person’s enemies will be 
those of his own household.

These are the words that precede 
Jesus’ insistence that his disciples 
must love him so much that their 
allegiance to their families looks 

like hate. Only by prioritizing him, 
can his disciples enter the kingdom. 
And only by loving him most can his 
followers actually learn to love their 
families. As Peter Schemm has not-
ed, “The Christian household, while 
important, must never become more 
important to us than the church or 
the kingdom of Christ. Such a belief 
would undermine the primacy of 
the gospel of Christ and oppose the 
plain teaching of Jesus.”17

This is the key to a life that 
glorifies God: the triune God must 
be our greatest love. He must be 
our greatest possession, our greatest 
thought, our greatest song, our best 
friend, our wisest counselor. He 
must be our all in all, such that in 
our families Christ retains the posi-
tion of highest authority and great-
est value (cf. Matt 13:44–46). While 
we cannot guarantee the material or 
emotional “success” of our families, 
through unswerving faithfulness to 
God in Christ we can glorify God 
in our families. By abiding in Christ 
and being a faithful witness to him, 
God can always be glorified in our 
homes—regardless of the present 
circumstances we experience.

 
Second, Jesus tells us not to 
make family an idol. 
When God made the world, he 
called it good. When he introduced 
the first family—Adam and Eve—he 
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called it very good (Gen 1:31). It is 
of this goodness that Jesus warns us. 
In a world without sin, this com-
mand—hating your loved ones—
would be unnecessary. It is only 
necessary in a Genesis 3 world. The 
fall has taken the “very good” gift of 
family and turned it into an object 
for idolatry.18 

This makes great sense. The 
greatest idols are the gifts that 
most closely resemble God and his 
goodness, and few things possess 
the potential to take our heart away 
from God like the relationships 
intertwined in a family. Pressing the 
point further, after Christ, godly 
parents, loving wives, and faithful 
children make some of the best gifts 
God can give. And accordingly, they 
become some of the most enslaving 
idols.19

What makes this teaching so hard 
is that it is honorable to put family 
first. Many churches are built on 
how they care for the family. Paul 
condemns the man who fails to care 
for his family (1 Tim 5:8). Yet, such 
a constant pursuit of family, if it is 
not watched carefully, can quickly 
turn Jesus into a family’s servant, 
instead of their Lord.

As much we want to focus on the 
family, we must focus on the Father 
and the Son first. Unless we seek them 
first and above our own families, we 
will never be the son or daughter, the 

mother or father, the brother or sister 
that God calls us to be.

So here is the counter-intuitive 
truth Jesus gives to his followers: if 
you want to love your family, you 
must hate your family. And by hate, 
I mean what Jesus means. Your love 
for and commitment to Christ must 
be so superlative, that everything 
else looks like hate.20  

More importantly, to faithfully 
shepherd one’s children or bear wit-
ness to Christ in the context of the 
family, a family member (be it a par-
ent, child, sibling, or cousin) must 
put Christ ahead of their family. As 
long as a son, a mother, or a brother 
remains more important—as indi-
cated by one’s schedule, decisions, 
commitments, and customs—Christ 
will have no place in the family. But 
for those who are willing to put 
Christ ahead of their family, there is 
great reason to believe that he will 
impact the family for good.

 
PUTTING CHRIST FIRST: WHAT 
DOES IT LOOK LIKE?
By itself this teaching is difficult. 
Even if we can understand it cog-
nitively, the emotional ties we have 
with family can make it seem un-
bearable to choose Christ at the 
expense of family. Moreover, in the 
matrix of faith and family, it may be 
difficult to see what it looks like to 
keep Christ at the center. For that 
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reason we are helped when we can 
imitate the faith of those who have 
gone before us (cf. Heb 13:7).  
 
A Son Choosing to Suffer for 
Christ’s Sake
First, Richard Wurmbrand tells of 
the terrible and wonderful account 
of a father and son who suffered 
together for the sake of Christ. He 
writes,

A pastor by the name of Florescu was 
tortured with red-hot iron pokers and 
with knives. He was beaten very badly. 
Then starving rats were driven into his 
cell through a large pipe. He could not 
sleep because he had to defend himself 
all the time. If he rested a moment, the 
rats would attack him.

He was forced to stand for two 
weeks, day and night. The Commu-
nists wished to compel him to betray 
his brethren, but he resisted steadfastly. 
Eventually, they brought his fourteen-
year-old son to the prison and began 
to whip the boy in front of his father, 
saying that they would continue to 
beat him until the pastor said what 
they wished him to say. The poor man 
was half mad. He bore it as long as he 
could, then he cried to his son,”Alexan-
der, I must say what they want! I can’t 
bear your beating anymore!” The son 
answered, ”Father, don’t do me the 
injustice of having a traitor as a parent. 
Withstand! If they kill me, I will die 
with the words, ”Jesus and my father-
land.’” The Communists, enraged, fell 
upon the child and beat him to death, 
with blood spattered over the walls of 
the cell. He died praising God. Our 
dear brother Florescu was never the 

same after seeing this.21

When I read that in 2001, years before 
I had sons of my own, tears collected 
in my eyes. But now with three small 
children, it takes on greater weight. I 
can only imagine the father’s horror to 
see his son beaten for his faith in Jesus. 
And yet, what tearful joy to know that 
the son he had raised to know Christ 
would spend eternity with their Lord.

Wurmbrand’s story reminds us 
of the murderous activity of the evil 
one. It should make us pause to pray 
for Christian parents and their chil-
dren in places like Syria, Sudan, Iraq, 
and North Korea. In those countries, 
violence is done to Christian families 
that we in the West may never know. 
But just the same, in experiencing such 
familial loss in this world, they teach 
us what real gain is—life in Christ in 
the family of God.

Father, I pray for our brothers and 
sisters in the persecuted church and 
for their leaders. At times is seems 
as though evil is winning the day. 
Strengthen these believers, encourage 
them, and grant miracles of provision 
and deliverance. Cause the gospel to 
spread like wildfire. In their homes 
strengthen fathers and mothers, and 
grant repentance and faith to their chil-
dren. Give them so much joy, peace, and 
love that their persecutors will be con-
victed and fall down and worship you. 
In these hard places, let your fatherly 
love be seen in the parents who tenderly 
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raise their children to love Christ more 
than life itself. Amen.22

 
When we consider the source Flo-
rescu’s son’s courage, we have great 
reason to believe that he witnessed 
parents who loved the Lord more 
than life itself (Ps 63:3). In Commu-
nist Romania where the whole civili-
zation was trained to deny God and 
hate the Bible, this boy had seen his 
father love Christ first and foremost. 
Therefore in his father’s moment of 
weakness, his son stood strong in his 
faith—faith that was empowered by 
God’s grace but faith that had also 
been modeled by his father (cf. 2 
Tim 3:14–15).

To most Western Christians such 
a vision of family seems remote and 
unwelcome. But in light of eternal 
glory, this story speaks volumes 
about genuine faith. To see a child 
choose Christ in the face of death 
is to be deeply challenged by this 
fact: the sufferings of this age are 
light and momentary compared to 
the eternal weight of glory. Oh, that 
more fathers, under God’s gracious 
hand, would instill in their children 
such a singular passion for Christ. 
 
A Parent’s Choice to Love the 
Savior More Than Her Child’s 
Salvation
Closer to home the command to 
love Jesus more than one’s own 

family was reiterated to me earlier 
this year. A mother and father came 
to my office broken-hearted about 
their adult child. They yearned 
for the salvation of their child and 
his family, and were grieved by the 
lifestyle choices they had seen them 
make. Like any parent who worried 
about and prayed for the salvation of 
their children, this couple expressed 
a deep belief in God, the gospel, 
heaven and hell.

However, as we talked, it be-
came apparent that in the midst of 
pleading for God to work in their 
family, they had put their chil-
dren’s salvation and their well-being 
ahead of God himself. Functionally, 
their children had consumed their 
thoughts, and even as they prayed 
for their salvation, their love for 
God had languished. Bitterness had 
poisoned their hearts making gen-
erous love to their children almost 
impossible. While doing so much 
good for their children, they had 
come to a place where they could do 
no more because their sole focus had 
been on their family.

As strange as it sounds, liberation 
came for them when they realized 
that they needed to repent of their 
focus on their children’s salvation 
and to return to the Savior. Why? 
Because as Jesus’ words in Matthew 
10 and Luke 14 tell us, as long as a 
man or woman loves their mother 
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and father, husband or wife, sons 
and daughters more than Jesus, they 
are not worthy of his companion-
ship. Even more, those who put their 
families first will be unable to love 
and serve and witness to their fam-
ilies for Christ. In a word, idolatry 
becomes impotence when love for 
family displaces love for God. 
 
THE KEY TO GLORIFYING GOD IN 
THE FAMILY
The key to glorifying God in our 
families is loving Christ so much 
that by comparison everything else 
is of little importance. Our love for 
Christ should be in full color, while 
our love for the world is in black and 
white. Christ’s love for us should 
overwhelm us so much that when we 
are hurt by others, we have resourc-
es to love in return. Our amaze-
ment with his forgiveness is what 
enables us to forgive others. And 
God’s unconditional acceptance of 
us in Christ is what empowers us 
to continue to love others, by not 
abandoning them and continuing 
to point them to the center of the 
universe, Jesus Christ.

In summary, the family is not 
ultimate. God is. Jesus did not come 
to save your family. He can save your 
family and we should pray that he 
would, but he might not. This is 
the sobering but necessary effect of 
believing Jesus’ words in Matthew 
10:34–39: He did not come to 

bring peace but a sword. Part of the 
Christian’s surrender is the liberating 
process of giving children, spouse, 
siblings, and parents to the Lord, 
and trusting him with them.  

In loving God and our families, 
we must come to know and embrace 
the fact that just as the universe is 
centered around the Sun, so all life 
is centered around Jesus Christ. 
History exists for him. Families exist 
for him. Therefore, when Jesus came 
to earth, he came to save his family, 
not ours. As he says in Mark 3:35, 
his brothers and sisters, mothers 
and fathers are any and all who do 
the will of God. In this sense, Jesus 
is a family man, but ultimately the 
gravitational pull of his family aligns 
itself with the eternal purposes of 
the triune God. 

Sometimes this means he will 
redeem and restore an entire family. 
Other times, he will draw his sword 
down the middle, splitting it wide 
open. Why? It is hard to know. He 
has his good and perfect reasons, but 
this side of glory they are hidden. As 
with earthly families, children are 
not always privy to the decisions of 
their fathers. But that does not mean 
that the Father cannot be trusted. 
Just the opposite: God offers to all 
the chance to be a part of his fami-
ly—if you are willing to put him first 
(Matt 6:33) and stop racing around 
to all your families needs at the ex-
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pense of Jesus (Luke 10:38–42).
As strange as it may sound: The 

key to a family that glorifies God is 
not getting God’s help to prioritize 
your family; the key is living out 
your life in the family of God. If 
you prioritize that family relation-
ship, God will become your trusted 
Father and Jesus Christ will become 
your elder brother who will enable 
you with his Spirit to live and love 
in a way that resembles the triune 
God. God will move in your heart 
and your home to do all he wants to 
do in your family. This is the good 
news of the gospel, and it is the key 
to being a disciple who glorifies God 
in your family.
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