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How to read your Bible as a family 

1. Recap and introduction  

Welcome to week 5! So far in this course, we have seen that: 

Week 1) The Bible shows and tells us to read the Bible. One of the things it tells us explicitly is that 

the person and work of Jesus is the centre of it all. 

Week 2) Misinterpretation is satanic in origin. We must be aware and on our guard against wrong 

ways to approach and read the Bible. 

Week 3) The Bible calls us to read itself in an utterly unique way.  

Week 4) The Bible calls us not only to understand its meaning correctly, but to respond to it 

correctly. 

This week we are going to consider how we read the Bible as families. If you are single, or don’t 

have children, please still work through this week carefully, since: 1) you may be a parent or 

grandparent one day, 2) we have children in our church and you have a role to play in their 

discipleship – it takes a church to form a disciple! And 3) we have parents and grandparents in our 

church who will often feel discouraged; we all have a privileged opportunity to encourage Christian 

parents as they strive to ‘plant the Word of God’ in their homes. 

 What has been your experience of reading the Bible in families? If you have children, do 

you/how do you read the Bible with them? If you grew up in a Christian home, did family 

worship feature in your home? If you don’t have children, have you ever had the chance to 

join a family for family worship/family Bible time? What did you observe or notice?  

 

2. Bible passages and family worship 

Let us consider some Bible passages to begin with: 

Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of 

the Lord. (Ephesians 6.4) 
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It is striking that Paul addresses fathers directly here, calling them to take responsibility for this 

charge. The words ‘discipline and instruction’ refer together to both informational content and way 

of life; fathers must take the lead in the ‘training’ of their children in the Lord. 

In the 17th century, John Bunyan (author of The Pilgrim’s Progress) wrote this about fathers: 

First, concerning the spiritual state of his family; he ought to be very diligent and cautious, doing his 

utmost both to increase faith where it has begun, and to begin it where it is not. Therefore, he must 

diligently and frequently bring before his family the things of God, from His Holy Word, in accordance 

with what is suitable for each person. And let no man question his authority from the Word of God for 

such a practice. 

And here is a very famous part of the Old Testament: 

4 “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 5 You shall love the LORD your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all your might. 6 And these words that I command you today 

shall be on your heart. 7 You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when 

you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. 8 You 

shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes.9 You shall 

write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates….20 “When your son asks you in time to 

come, ‘What is the meaning of the testimonies and the statutes and the rules that the LORD our God has 

commanded you?’ 21 then you shall say to your son, ‘We were Pharaoh's slaves in Egypt. And the LORD 

brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand. 22 And the LORD showed signs and wonders, great and 

grievous, against Egypt and against Pharaoh and all his household, before our eyes. 23 And he brought 

us out from there, that he might bring us in and give us the land that he swore to give to our fathers. 

24 And the LORD commanded us to do all these statutes, to fear the LORD our God, for our good always, 

that he might preserve us alive, as we are this day. 25 And it will be righteousness for us, if we are 

careful to do all this commandment before the LORD our God, as he has commanded us.’ (Deuteronomy 

6.4-9; 20-25) 

From these verses, we see that: 

1. God gives an explicit command to teach the faith to our children (v7).  

2. God wants his people's faith to be communicated to their children in the midst of everyday 

life (v7).   

3. God mentions explicit ‘triggers’ and structures in the midst of everyday life that will help 

this explicit teaching of the faith (v8-9).  

4. God gives an explicit, simple framework for answering the questions our children ask. This 

framework is quite simply to interpret everything in light of the great reality that God has 

redeemed them (v20-25). 
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Nearly all Christians would agree with the first point. Many Christians would agree with the second 

point, although many fewer Christians would be intentional about the structures and rhythms in 

their everyday lives that will serve this teaching of their children (the third point). We will see in 

this week of the course that daily family worship is the bedrock structure of teaching the Christian 

faith to our children in the midst of everyday life. Regarding the fourth point, it seems to be often 

overlooked. Ask yourself this: when my children, or my grandchildren or any of the children in 

church ask me a question, am I intentional in linking my answer back ultimately and clearly to the 

centrality of what God has done in the gospel? 

This relates to the ‘wheels within wheels’ trap of Bible interpretation that we considered in week 

three. There is a subtle danger that Christians become more preoccupied with what they do than 

with what God has done. To be sure, we are called and commanded to do things! But observe in the 

verses above how the commands given to the Israelites sit ‘underneath’ the great reality of what 

God has already done.  This is the reason why they are told to answer their children with a 

particular orientation in their answer; ultimately, everything for the Israelite must connect back to 

the great reality that the LORD their God rescued them out of slavery. Note the parallels, for 

instance, in Paul’s letters; all his moral teachings flow out of his ‘glorious obsession’ that once we 

were dead in our sins, but God made us alive in Christ. 

This means that, as Christians who strive to read the Bible honestly, and who thus see again and 

again the centrality of Jesus Christ (as we have done in earlier weeks of this course), we must 

connect every answer we give to the ultimate facts of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and 

our death and new life in Him. Remember that this is what Paul called of ‘first importance’; Jesus 

Christ died for our sins and was raised again according to the scriptures (1 Corinthians 15.3). 

Think about these questions. Re-read Deuteronomy 6.20-25 above. How would you answer these 

with explicit reference back to the gospel? 

 Mum, why do we read the Bible every day? 

 Dad, why should I share my toys with my brother? I bought them with my own pocket 

money! 

 Dad, why do we go to church on Sunday every week? My friend Jimmy plays football on 

Sunday mornings. 

 Mum, why were you so nice to that lady who was so nasty to you at the supermarket?  

Usually, our instinct is to want to give a quick and easy answer: “Read the Bible every day because 

God has told you to!” Or, “share your toys because I’m your Dad and I’ve told you to!” No doubt 

there are some situations where our answers have to be brief, clear, firm, and short. But the danger 

is that if all our answers take this shape, we are unintentionally giving our children a blind spot for 

the great reality into which these commandments fit; we are failing to teach them the gospel itself.  
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Let’s consider one further passage: 

Give ear, O my people, to my teaching; 

   incline your ears to the words of my mouth! 

2 I will open my mouth in a parable; 

   I will utter dark sayings from of old, 

3 things that we have heard and known, 

   that our fathers have told us. 

4 We will not hide them from their children, 

   but tell to the coming generation 

the glorious deeds of the LORD, and his might, 

   and the wonders that he has done. 

5 He established a testimony in Jacob 

   and appointed a law in Israel, 

which he commanded our fathers 

   to teach to their children, 

6 that the next generation might know them, 

   the children yet unborn, 

and arise and tell them to their children, 

7     so that they should set their hope in God 

and not forget the works of God, 

   but keep his commandments; 

8 and that they should not be like their fathers, 

   a stubborn and rebellious generation, 

a generation whose heart was not steadfast, 

   whose spirit was not faithful to God. (Psalm 78.1-8) 

 

The first verses of Psalm 78, quoted above, are explicit in the ‘generation to generation’ handing on 

of the Christian faith. Once again, the predominant content of what is passed on from generation to 

generation are the great realities, the great ‘indicatives’ the great acts and facts of God. Verse 4 talks 

about the ‘glorious deeds of the LORD and His might’; verse 7 commands us ‘not to forget’ the 

works of God. Notice also that at any one time there are four Christian generations in view; 1) the 

‘fathers’ -  that is, the generation older than us, and then 2) us, the readers/recipients of the text, 

and then 3) our children, whom we are commissioned to teach, and then 4) our children's children; 

 who are called here the ‘children yet unborn’.  
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So what we call ‘family worship’ is part of the wider duty of Christian parents to pass on the 

Christian faith to their children with such diligence that they will, in turn, be able to pass it on to 

their children and their children's children. Since this is such a long term task, and the visible 

results usually come so far down the line, it is a daily act of faithfulness to God, it takes daily 

courage in the face of everyday discouragement and disappointment, and it requires daily humility 

in the daily recognition of how small we are in the huge fabric of God's purposes. Yet it is also a 

daily act of joy as we recognise that, though we are small and finite - in contrast to God's huge 

purposes in the world - we are also deeply significant to him in those purposes; what we do today 

really does matter, and matter eternally.  

 

3. Practicalities and principles 

An excellent little book about family worship is A Neglected Grace by Jason Helopoulos. Here is an 

excerpt: 

Maybe the earliest encouragement we see for family worship in the Bible is found in Genesis 18.19; God 

said that He chose Abraham “that he may command his children and his household after him to keep 

the way of the Lord.” How would Abraham have taught his children? There was no church. Abraham 

would have taught them at home. Throughout the time of the patriarchs, there was no one to gather 

with for worship other than those in their own family. And yet, the worship and truth of God continue 

to be passed on generation after generation through this family…’ 1 

A little later he quotes Donald Whitney, seminary professor and author on spiritual disciplines: 

“Without some regularity and structure and purpose, family worship is one of those things that we 

assume we're doing but never actually do. Consistent, father-led family worship is one of the best, 

steadiest, and most easily measurable ways to bring up children in the Lord's discipline and 

instruction.” Helopoulos concludes: “If we neglect this opportunity to worship together, then we're 

missing what should be at the very centre of our family life.” 2 

Family worship is the daily act of planting the Word of God in our home and family life today, in 

order to bless the generations of tomorrow. 

Different families will do things differently, and family worship will take different forms depending 

on the ages and stages of children. But here are some key principles: 

1. Begin the habit of daily family worship as soon as you possibly can; ideally, begin before 

children arrive, and that way they can slot in to your home’s rhythms of the Word of God 

                                                             

1 A Neglected Grace, p31. 
2 Ibid., p39. 
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from infancy. But begin now, whatever age and stage your children are at. Planting the 

Word of God is all about the long-term view. 

2. Pick a slot in the day that can usually work, and then stick with it. For some families, first 

thing in the day, or over breakfast, is an option. For others, after dinner or around the 

dinner table is what’s feasible. If you say that busy-ness prevents this from happening, ask 

yourself these questions: do I really believe that we live not by bread, but by the Word of 

God? Do I really believe that these Scriptures make us wise for salvation in Jesus, and equip 

us for every good work? What do I think will happen if I do nothing? 

3. Accept realistic expectations. There’s a provocative saying, ‘if something is really worth 

doing (which this is!), then it’s worth doing badly.’ The point is, if something is really 

valuable, then simply to do it is better than not doing anything. Often, busy-ness, discipline 

issues, and distractions can make family worship feel like a hopeless task. But even 5 

minutes of Bible and prayer together, every day, is better than an occasional 15. 

4. Remember that the gospel is a message of grace, which forms people of grace. Many parents 

constantly feel shamed and guilty about how hard they find family worship. God’s love and 

treasuring of you is not dependent on your performance! If you are in Christ by faith, then 

you have the eternal favour of your heavenly Father – on good days and bad. 

5. Read the Bible, sing, and pray3. 

a. Reading the Bible can mean a whole chapter at a time, or just some verses; going 

through the Bible chronologically (Genesis – Revelation) or picking a book at a time; 

some families read a chapter of Proverbs a day for a month periodically; you might 

overlap with TCC’s current, upcoming, or past preaching book. This is a time to read 

the actual Bible (not a children’s Bible). Dad may be in a position to follow the 

reading with some comments and questions, depending on the age of children and 

his own capacity, or he may not. Who reads the passage depends on everyone’s age 

and stage. Above all, simply let read the Bible out loud. 

b. Singing: you might compile a list of favourite hymns and songs that you cycle 

through as a family. Or you might pick a new song to learn and sing it each day for a 

week. Or you might deliberately choose some simpler children’s songs. 

c. Pray. Perhaps everyone will pray, perhaps just one parent or one child will pray. 

Many families with younger children make a simple photo prayer diary with a 

picture for different families or ministries that they pray for. Having a prayer diary 

in which you record, however briefly, the things you praying for on a given day will 

                                                             

3 Some families in some seasons might also add Bible memory and catechism, but – as we see below – these 
aspects can also be interspersed with daily life. In general, simplicity helps the long-term sustainability of 
family worship; better to start small and consistent and only add components (like a Bible memory ‘slot’) if 
and when you feel able. Bible reading, singing, and prayer are the essentials of daily family worship. 
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enable the whole family to share in enormous thanksgiving as time goes on (a good 

quality 5-year diary is good for this).  

4. Catechisms  

Nearly all of what follows is just as applicable to Bible memory too, but in the interests of length I’ve 

not included an additional section on Bible memory this week. To turn Bible memory into a catechism 

format you can simply turn the reference into the question; ‘what does John 3 verse 16 say?’  

A ‘catechism’ is simply a way of teaching Christian doctrine in a concise, ‘question and answer’ way 

(links to good catechisms given below). Martin Luther said, ‘in the catechism, we have a very exact, 

direct, and short way to the whole Christian religion’. Jonathan Edwards urged fathers to 

‘revive...the ancient good practice of catechising’4. These days, many Christian parents don’t 

consider catechisms, or reject them outright, for various reasons: 

1. The language of many catechisms seems old, outdated, and thus unfamiliar. 

2. It seems too formal and rigid. 

3. The concepts are way beyond what my child can grasp. 

4. We’ve seen catechesis done in a way that put us off; for instance, as a kind of ‘performance’ 

for family guests to watch and be impressed by. 

All these concerns are valid. But a perennial danger for Christians is that we throw the baby out 

with the bathwater. If Christians have used catechisms for centuries, we should think carefully 

about rejecting their use out of hand today. Let me make a gentle response to each point above to 

clarify what I mean.  

1. Language. There is no reason why old language has to be kept. Interestingly, many ‘big 

hitters’ of church history (Martin Luther, John Owen, etc) were very keen on using language 

that was accessible to the people of their day. It is a quirk of church history that we start 

revering the language of a particular century. Catechism is ultimately a means to an end, 

and no catechism is on the level of Scripture itself. It is up to parents to make the final 

judgement about what kind of language they go for, and there are various options to choose 

from (see below). 

2. Too formal/rigid. There is no reason why catechism has to be done ‘formally’ or even 

‘solemnly’. In fact, the simple Q & A structure lends itself very well to the intermittent, 

everyday-fabric-of-life style of Deuteronomy 6 (above). Walking along the road you might 

ask your son, ‘Jimmy, who made you?’ [the first question of many children’s catechisms] 

And he answers, ‘God’. You respond, ‘what else did God make?’ and he says, ‘God made 

                                                             

4 Quoted in Family Shepherds by Voddie Baucham Jr., p63-64. 
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everything’. Buttering some toast you ask your daughter, ‘can you see God?’ and she 

answers, ‘No, but He can see me.’ With this approach there is not such a need for a formal 

‘slot’ in the day when you take 15 minutes per child, etc. 

3. Concepts too hard. The goal of catechism is not an exhaustive understanding of theological 

concepts (do you, even now as an adult, have an exhaustive understanding of theological 

concepts?), but a foundational ‘infrastructure’ which will serve their growth as disciples for 

decades to come. You are putting up hooks onto which they will be able to hang more 

content and connections later. Furthermore, isn’t it the case that every parent is sometimes 

amazed by what their young children grasp? I remember reading one pastor’s memory of 

asking his very young son, who was staring out of the car window, ‘what are you thinking 

about?’ - to which his son answered, ‘Just thinking about how God made me for his glory’. 

4. Catechism as performance. As Jesus said clearly, to do things in order ‘to be seen by men’5 is 

indeed foul, and misses the whole point. But simply because we’ve encountered people with 

wrong motives or manner, doesn’t make it wrong in itself; an abuse of marriage, or 

preaching, isn’t a reason to do away with marriage or preaching altogether. Rather, the 

abuse of something is usually an opportunity to show the beauty of its correct use. 

 

5. For further reading: 

If this is the first time you’ve considered these topics, everything above about family worship and 

catechism might be quite a bit to take in at once. Please remember that these are privileged duties 

and opportunities that a Christian family has, rather than a crushing or condemning weight. At TCC 

we really want to support and encourage families to ‘plant the Word of God’ in their homes for the 

long-term view.  

If you are interested to think some more about these areas then, as mentioned above, A Neglected 

Grace by Jason Helopoulos is a very short, practical, and accessible book to help families get started 

in worshiping together. Below are some other links: 

 

 Helpful blog posts on the Gospel Coalition here: 

o https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/catechism-with-our-kids  

o https://blogs.thegospelcoalition.org/melissakruger/2016/06/14/teaching-

theology-to-children/  

                                                             

5 See Matthew 6.1-18 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/catechism-with-our-kids
https://blogs.thegospelcoalition.org/melissakruger/2016/06/14/teaching-theology-to-children/
https://blogs.thegospelcoalition.org/melissakruger/2016/06/14/teaching-theology-to-children/
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 A Catechism for Boys and Girls here: 

o http://www.reformedreader.org/ccc/acbg.htm  

o Further shortened version here http://sovgraceto.org/wp-

content/uploads/2012/02/Catechism-for-Young-Children.pdf  

o The catechism set to original music (for purchase) here, and being set to nursery 

rhymes (for free) here. 

 The ‘New City Catechism’ produced by Tim Keller (modern language, adapted from older 

catechisms, has accompanying apps): 

o http://www.newcitycatechism.com/  

 For grown-ups (or families with older children), consider the 1689 Baptist Catechism (with 

commentary from John Piper) here: 

o http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/a-baptist-catechism  

 

Ahead of next time 

Next week we’ll be considering how we read the Bible ‘one-to-one’.  

 A non-Christian friend at work seems to have lots of genuine interest in Christianity. One 

day you simply ask him/her, ‘would you like to read the Bible with me?’ and they said, ‘yes’. 

What would you do next? 

 You’re having coffee with someone from church, and over coffee you discern that they are 

really discouraged on lots of fronts at the moment. You say, ‘can we read the Bible together 

for a few minutes?’ They say, ‘yes, thanks, that would be great’. What would you do next? 

http://www.reformedreader.org/ccc/acbg.htm
http://sovgraceto.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Catechism-for-Young-Children.pdf
http://sovgraceto.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Catechism-for-Young-Children.pdf
http://judyrogers.com/catalog.php?item=6&
http://www.psalter21.com/catechism-songs/
http://www.newcitycatechism.com/
http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/a-baptist-catechism

