
They’re the makings of family leg-
end: the fights, tricks, annoying 

habits, and games played among sib-
lings. But a recent article in Parents 
magazine put parents on edge when 
the author stated, “Frequent, intensive 
fighting heightens kids’ risk of depres-
sion and anxiety and can lower their 
self-esteem. Researchers have found 
that battling siblings are more likely 
to engage in delinquent behaviors, 
including drug use, as adults.”

I’m the middle of five kids. While  
I remember plenty of fighting and any 

number of 
annoying 
habits (any-

body else 

have an older sister who licked all the 
way around the soda can so she didn’t 
have to share?), I’m willing to claim 
that we’re well-adjusted adults. Now 
that I have five kids of my own with 
their unique (yet annoying) habits, the 
sobering quote above had me wonder-
ing: Is there anything missing from 
the research?

Who’s Fighting?
While we all have our theories 

about which siblings fight the most—
whether it’s the two who are closest 
in age or the two sisters or the two 
brothers or the oldest child who pes-
ters the baby—in the end, all siblings 
fight. Conducting my own, albeit very 
unscientific poll, I concluded (a) kids 

love to talk about sibling conflict; 
and (b) there is no rhyme or rea-
son to the fighting. Children can 
quickly pinpoint which sibling 
they fight with the most, but 

when asked why they fight, 
it’s an obscure response like, 

“They’re annoying.”

Why All the Conflict?
People living in close quarters are 

bound to get on each other’s nerves, 
and siblings share so much. They may 
participate in similar extracurricular 
activities, attend the same school, and 
share common friends. They obviously 
share relatives and have a shared family 
structure. If siblings are close in age, 
they may have similar responsibilities, 
which can cause conflict. But just as 
much conflict exists among children 
more spread apart in age who have 
varying levels of responsibility. There’s 
also the common sibling battle cry, 

“It’s not fair!”
Isn’t it comforting to know the rea-

son behind all the conflict? As Christian 
parents, we know we face a constant 
battle because of sin in the world. 
Sibling conflict can be traced back to 
the very first siblings: Cain and Abel. 
Did Adam and Eve have any idea what 
they were up against? Probably not. But 
they quickly learned the extreme heart-
ache that comes along with the joys of 
parenting sinful children.
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THE FORGIVENESS FACTOR:  
THE KEY TO SIBLING CONFLICT
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Linking parents to one another and the cross

While we can’t solve every 
problem, it turns out that 

Christian parents have  
held the “key” all along.

(Continued on page 2.)



The Missing Link
The topic of “sibling conflict” is a 

hot one: a Google search brings up 
over 60 million hits. I started read-
ing the most popular articles. After a 
few hours of that, I began randomly 
clicking on articles, then searching 
for the word forgiveness. The results? I 
found the word forgiveness exactly zero 
times. Again, very unscientific; and no, 
I didn’t get through all 60 million hits. 
But isn’t it an intriguing idea? If the 
topic of forgiveness isn’t mentioned 
or taught to kids when dealing with 
sibling conflict, well then, I guess it 
stands to reason that siblings would 
grow up struggling with feelings of 
depression, anxiety, and everything 
else mentioned in the original Parents 
magazine article. 

Forgiveness, in general, is being 
studied. In the mid-1980s, Dr. Robert 
Enright, Professor of Educational 
Psychology at UW-Madison, began 
researching forgiveness. He says the 
topic had been shunned in the aca-
demic arena. Enduring whispers and 
sneers from colleagues was the norm 
when he started out. Then studies 
began showing correlations between 
the ability to forgive and physical 
health issues such as heart condition, 
hormone levels, and immune system 
function. Psychological benefits of for-
giveness, such as the ability to combat 
stress, anxiety, and depression were 
also established. Today, the topic of 
forgiveness is once again being dis-
cussed in psychology journals, medical 
journals, and the media. New research 
by Luther College psychologist Loren 
Toussaint shows that forgiveness may 
even have an impact on life span. 

While these studies look at the 
ability to forgive in broad terms and 
don’t specifically address sibling rela-
tionships, they do have implications 
for our sons and daughters in conflict. 
And it’s helped shine the light on a 
concept Christians treasure.

Teaching Forgiveness
Can you imagine not knowing about 

forgiveness? What if you’d never heard 
that Jesus said, “Father forgive them,” 
as he was nailed to the cross? The 
Bible’s entire message of salvation is 

about God forgiving the sinful people 
of the world.  

Enright says that the oldest account 
of forgiveness comes from (surprise!) 
the Hebrew Bible. He points to the 
account of Joseph forgiving his broth-
ers as an event so powerful that “his 
forgiving saved the Hebrew nation.” 
Joseph didn’t have to offer them grain. 
He didn’t have to reveal his true iden-
tity. Talk about the perfect opportunity 
for sibling revenge! But he didn’t exact 
revenge. He knew he wasn’t perfect 

either and realized that God had used 
these life events for the good of every-
one. It can be the same with our own 
children. The ability to forgive, in the 
much more daily and trivial circum-
stances of sibling relationships, can 
have powerful effects on our children 
as they mature into caring siblings and 
(eventually) adults. 

Heather Bode lives in Helena, Montana, where 
her husband serves as pastor for Valley View 
Lutheran Church. They have been blessed with 
five children.
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Here are some points to keep in mind as  
the brother/sister battles boost noise levels:

1. Tell them a story:  Enright says forgiveness is a “gentle pres-
ence” in the world. Be gentle with your children. A tense 
situation can be diffused by sharing stories from your own 
childhood knock-downs. Aside from the fact that they may 
make your children laugh, it’s an opportunity to explain how 
you dealt with these conflicts and to share what you learned.

2. Point out forgiveness when you see it:  Whether it’s the Gospel 
text from church, the latest Cinderella movie, or a sibling’s 
kind action in response to an unkind one, use these oppor-
tunities to reinforce that forgiveness is powerful. For older 
children, explain the difference between conditional (I’ll 
forgive you if…) and unconditional (Christ’s death on the 
cross) forgiveness.

3. Teach empathy:  Realizing that we have all wronged our sib-
lings makes it easier to forgive when one wrongs us. Ask 
siblings to state their feelings and explain their actions: “I 
felt hurt when you made fun of me, so I hit you. I’m sorry.” 
“When you hit me, it hurt. I’m sorry I hurt your feelings.”

4. Know that it takes time:  When children are little, we walk 
them through the steps: “You say, ‘I’m sorry’ and you say, ‘I 
forgive you’” while we supervise. What if a child isn’t sorry or 
doesn’t want to forgive? This still remains an important step 
because it sets the groundwork as children grow to under-
stand the role of forgiveness in their lives and relationships. 

5. The motivation is already there:  Children love to ask why! 
Why should they forgive? Simply because Christ forgave us. 
He made it look so easy! As our children grow in their faith, 
they will grow in their own desire to forgive. “Be kind and 
compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as 
in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32).  

Sibling conflict is a part of life on this earth. While we can’t 
solve every problem, it turns out that Christian parents have 
held the “key” all along: “If you forgive other people when they 
sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you” 
(Matthew 6:14).
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Color a box each day of December; discuss how  
the picture fits into the Christmas celebration.  
Put the calendar on your refrigerator or some  
other prominent place.



Ah, the teen years. Remember those? 
Remember the roller coaster of 

emotions, the spotty complexions, and 
the girl who stomped on your heart 
by rejecting your invitation to home-
coming? Remember getting cut from 
the team, facing agonizing decisions, 
and being rejected for doing the right 
thing? Each day, our teens make 
choices of how to look and think and 
act in a world that, more often than 
not, urges them to do the opposite of 
what God’s Word says.

During these critical developmen-
tal years, how do we help our teens 
understand that their worth comes 
from who they are in Christ, not from 
what they look like on the outside? 
How do we help them understand the 
importance of living as redeemed sons 
and daughters of our heavenly Father, 
even though the world around them 
will mock them for it?

Parents, it is crucial during the 
transitional teen years to have honest 
conversations with our kids. If we 
don’t have these conversations with 

them, the world will. And we will not 
like what the world has to say. 

How and when do we have these 
tough conversations about faith, 
Christian character, and godly 
self-image? Look for organic catalysts 
for these conversations: an event at 
school, a topic in the news, something 
learned in a sermon. Capitalize on 
these openings to start meaningful 
conversations, even though they may 
be hard.

One place to start is reflecting on 
Baptism—the day your child became 
a son or daughter of the King.

Baptism:  
Our worth as beloved  
sons and daughters

I have a friend who, if it were pos-
sible, would adopt every adoptable 
child on the planet; she has that much 
of a heart for kids. In fact, she and 
her husband recently adopted several 
children into their growing family. And 

since they knew that earthly adoptions 
will only last as long as this earth does, 
they brought their newly adopted chil-
dren to the baptismal font for an eternal 
adoption—the adoption into God’s 
family. During the baptism, the pastor 
asked one of the older boys if he knew 
what Baptism was. He replied, “Yes—
it is just like being adopted into my 
new family. Baptism means that I am 
being adopted into God’s family. I will 
be God’s child.” The pastor continued, 
“Do you want to be baptized?” 
Proudly, my friend’s son responded, 
“Who wouldn’t??”

His childlike faith humbles and con-
victs me! I don’t know about you, but 
I take my baptism for granted. And if 
our children were baptized as infants, 
with no recollection of the event, how 
can we help them to understand what 
a treasure Baptism is?

If you can, pull out the photo 
album or baby book that documents 
your child’s baptism. Look at pictures 
and the baptism certificate. Talk about 
your memories of that day and why it 
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was so significant for you, as a parent. 
Then, here are a few conversation 

starters for you and your teen: 
• Start with Romans 6:4: “We were 

therefore buried with him through 
baptism into death in order that, 
just as Christ was raised from the 
dead through the glory of the Father, 
we too may live a new life.”

• Why do you think we brought 
you to be baptized?

• What does being God’s son or 
daughter mean to you in your 
daily life?

• What does it say about God that 
he adopted you into his family as 
his child?

• Let’s pray about this: Dear loving 
Father, thank you for making me a 
part of your family. Because of your 
love and the forgiveness won for me 
by Jesus, I am your heir of eternal 
life and will live with you forever in 
heaven. Thank you for that priceless 
gift, and help me to always treasure 
it and not take it for granted. Amen.

Our daughters: 
Understanding their  

worth in Christ
It is not easy raising a tween or 

teen girl these days. In fact, it can 
be downright terrifying. Although I 
do not have girls of my own, I have 
had conversation after conversation 
with friends who are raising a teen 
daughter—and they are struggling. 
These moms express their profound 
worry about everything from the lack 
of appropriate girls’ clothing choices 
to body image issues to navigating 
the treacherous waters of girls’ inter-
personal relationships. The world is 
showing our girls how to dress and 
how to act and that their self-worth  
is determined solely by what’s on the 
outside—not by what’s on the inside. 
Let’s not let the world dictate our 
daughters’ worth—let’s help them 
understand their worth in Christ as 
daughters of the King!

During these years, it’s important to 
help our daughters find godly female 
role models. They are out there: the 
beloved and respected Christian 
teacher, the founder of a Christian 

charity, the young mother living out 
her calling to care for her family, or the 
teen girl who was very vocal about her 
faith in difficult or desperate circum-
stances. What can our daughters learn 
about Christian character from these 
godly women?

How can parents help teen girls to 
focus less on fleeting beauty and out-
ward appearance and more on inner 
character? To start, be vigilant about 
your daughters’ clothing choices. 
Sometimes teen girls don’t understand 
that what they wear can cause people 

to judge their character or can affect 
boys without your daughter even real-
izing it. You need to tell them no when 
it is appropriate. You are their parent, 
not their “bff.” Your daughter already 
has friends—she needs parents who 
love her enough to set down rules and 
guidelines to protect her.

Here are some conversation starters 
for you and your daughter:

• Start with Psalm 139:13,14: “For 
you created my inmost being; you 
knit me together in my mother’s 
womb. I praise you because I am 
fearfully and wonderfully made.”

• What does this passage say about 
your worth in God’s eyes?

• Then look at Proverbs 31:30: 
“Charm is deceptive, and beauty 
is fleeting; but a woman who fears 
the Lord is to be praised” and  
1 Samuel 16:7: “People look at the 
outward appearance, but the Lord 
looks at the heart.” And here’s a fun 
one to discuss that you don’t see 
every day: “Like a gold ring in a pig’s 
snout is a beautiful woman who shows 
no discretion” (Proverbs 11:22).

• Why do you think boys sometimes 
objectify girls? Has this happened 
to you or a friend? How did it make 
you or your friend feel?

• Do you think that girls’ clothing 
choices can influence the way that 
boys treat them? Are there some 
different choices that girls could 
make regarding the way they dress 
and act?

• What’s more important to you and 
why—the way you look or being 
respected for who you are?

• Let’s pray about this: Loving God, 
help me to remember that outside 
beauty will fade, but my identity  
as your child will last throughout 
eternity. In Christ, you see me as 
lovely. Give me strength to be more 
concerned about my Christian  
character than just about fitting in. 
Help others respect me for who I  
am in Christ, not just for what they 
see on the outside. Amen.

Based on things that are happening 
in your daughter’s life, you may be 
able to think of many other conversa-
tion starters. Some of the conversa-
tions will be easier than others. The 
important thing is that you make use 
of the opportunities to discuss these 
very important issues soon and often. 

In the next issue: Explicit Parenting: 
Our Sons.

Ann Jahns and her husband, Thad, survived 
parenting through the grade school and high 
school years. They are blessed to be the parents  
of three young adult men—two in college and 
one in graduate school. Ann is the Director 
of Marketing at WLCFS-Christian Family 
Solutions in Germantown, Wisconsin, and she 
and her family belong to Shepherd of the Hills 
Lutheran Church in West Bend, Wisconsin.
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If we don’t  
have these 

conversations 
with our  
children, 

the world will.  
And we will  

not like what 
the world has  

to say. 
–———————————————



FORGETFULNESS

Talk to your child about Jesus. Don’t reserve 
this conversation for Sunday mornings.

Impress  Remember Silly Putty? Open the colorful egg, 
roll it into a ball, and press it onto the comic strip to make 
an impression of the picture. The impression is made by 
pressing the silly putty firmly onto the newsprint. Impressing 

spiritual truths upon a child doesn’t happen by accident; it requires action. 
Since children learn best by doing, teach your child about Jesus, and then 
search for ways for him to put his faith into practice. Assist your church 
with evangelism as a family, encourage your child to actively participate 
in family devotions, and help him brainstorm ways to share Jesus with 
others. 

Talk  Talk to your child about Jesus. Don’t reserve this 
conversation for Sunday mornings. Weave Jesus into the 
workings of your daily life often as you witness the beauty 
of his creation, as you celebrate happy times, and as you go 

through the storms of life. Be transparent about the temptations you face 
and talk openly about how her faith will be challenged.

Tie and bind  A string tied around a finger was an old 
trick to jog the memory. Imagine going about your daily tasks 
and failing to notice a string on your finger. As we go about 
our daily tasks, may we constantly remember the grace of 

God, share it with our children, and glorify God so that we are so tightly 
bound to him through faith in our Savior Jesus.

Write  Write Bible passages on the mirror, on the fridge, 
and just about anywhere else you look daily—and encourage 
your children to do the same. 

Pray  Although this isn’t one of Moses’ imperatives, it is 
important. The almighty God, who loves our children more 
than we do, holds these tender shoots in his hand. Pray 
fervently that their faith would not fail and then trust in 

him. Several weeks before his death, my 96-year-old grandpa, whose 
memory had been stolen by dementia, was able to recite the Lord’s Prayer 
perfectly. “Start children off on the way they should go, and even when 
they are old they will not turn from it” (Proverbs 22:6). Trust that promise.

Katie Martin lives in Jefferson, Wisconsin with her husband, Josh. They have four children ages 18, 
16, 11, and 3. She says, “If I had time for hobbies, they would be writing, traveling, and running.”

Katie Martin
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M y older children love to recount  
stories of their “youth.” For whatever 

reason, the injustices they suffered at my 
hand are recalled with the most detail. 
They lament over the sleepover I made 
them miss, the embarrassing clothes I 
forced them to wear, or how I made one 
of them “tough it out” and go to school 
even though the doctor diagnosed a dou-
ble ear infection later that day. I have to 
admit, other than a twinge of guilt that 
resurfaced about that ear infection, so 
many stories from their childhood have 
already faded from both their memories 
and mine.

As Christian parents, we want our 
child to recall far more than stories of 
injustice from their childhood. We pray 
that their most vivid memories will be 
centered on the truths we taught them 
about Jesus. Yet, statistically, a high per-
centage of young people walk away from 
the church after confirmation. As our 
children are growing up, how important 
it is that we regularly remind them of 
God’s love for them in Jesus. 

Listen to how Moses, through divine 
inspiration, instructed the Israelites to 
train their children in the Lord: “These 
commandments that I give you today are 
to be on your hearts. Impress them on 
your children. Talk about them when 
you sit at home and when you walk 
along the road, when you lie down and 
when you get up. Tie them as symbols 
on your hands and bind them on your 
foreheads. Write them on the door-
frames of your houses and on your gates” 
(Deuteronomy 6:6-9, emphasis added). 
The imperatives Moses wrote thousands 
of years ago continue to serve as timely 
advice for parents in the 21st century.



Some years ago, the small commu-
nity where I lived was stunned. 

Four teenage boys, ages 17-19, plotted 
to rob a home, but they agreed before-
hand that if anyone was home, they 
would murder them. They randomly 
chose a home because it was located 
on a dirt road away from any other 
houses. There, early on a Sunday 
morning, they used a machete and  
a knife to brutally murder a mother  
and seriously injure her 11-year-old 
daughter while her husband was  
away on business.

How could this happen? These 
boys did not grow up in poverty 
in big cities but in affluent, rural 
towns with families of means. 
Several of the four teenage boys 
were Boy Scouts, one played music 
in his church, one was going to 
be a missionary, and several acted 
in school plays. All but one were 
described by friends and neighbors 
as “good kids.” 

This tragic and frightening story 
can help us revisit some biblical 
truths for parenting. It is good for 
us to ponder these truths carefully.

More and more, parenting has 
been infected by the idea that chil-
dren are basically good by nature 
and they will turn out just fine as 
long as parents and educators don’t 
try to “ram anything down their 
throats” or “brainwash them with  
religious ideas.” But that’s not what 
God’s Word says. God’s Word says 
that all are sinful by nature. Solomon 
wrote, “Folly is bound up in the heart 
of a child, but the rod of discipline will 
drive it far away” (Proverbs 22:15). 
“Folly,” that is, the sinful attitudes and 
actions of the sinful nature, rules the 
day in the hearts of children. 

Just like our sinful nature, the  
sinful nature of our children needs  
to be crushed daily by the law of  
God. Parents daily and faithfully 
need to teach their children God’s 
will regarding the sanctity of life, the 
holiness of his name, the purity of 
marriage, respect for property, the 
importance of worship, our duty to 
help those in need, and all the other 
commands of our God. 

Fear of punishment may keep  
the worst sins in check, but we have 
something more precious that changes 
hearts to desire to do as God wills. 
When children sense the anger of 
God—and their parents—then they 
need to hear the unfailing love of their 
God and be shown that love by forgiv-
ing and loving parents. Without put-
downs or arbitrary anger, parents need 
to consistently lead their children to 
the cross of Jesus to see the one who 
loves them no matter what they have 
done. To be forgiven. To be renewed 

by his Holy Spirit. To be filled with  
a desire to live as his own in true 
righteousness and holiness.

Will a child who is so trained never 
get into serious trouble? Sadly, even 
one trained by Jesus himself turned to 
darkness. But using law and gospel, the 
approach God gave us is the only way 
to eternal life for any of our children. 
It is our greatest hope for children as 
we help them stay away from the 

darkness of Satan and his deceptions. 
As parents, we add countless hours of 
prayer. None of this can be put off 
until later. It can’t be hit-or-miss or 
when there is time. It is critical for the 
short time we have our children sitting 
at our feet. Parents, train your children. 
Then trust God’s promise to bless that 
training for our children’s sake.

Joel Petermann serves as President of Michigan 
Lutheran Seminary.

Joel Petermann
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Train Our Children 

Fear of punishment may  
keep the worst sins in check, 
but we have something more 
precious that changes hearts  
to desire to do as God wills.



NEUROSCIENCE:
It’s Not Just for Brain Surgeons Anymore
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So, what are you doing to help your infant or toddler 
make lots of neural connections that bring about 

learning? 
Neuroscience studies the brain and how it functions. It 

demonstrates the complexity of the human mind and the 
wonder of God’s creation. It supports what the psalmist 
observed for us long ago: “I praise [God] because I am 
fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14).

Neuroscience explains how a vast amount of learning 
takes place long before a child ever attends school. It 
also explains that some kinds 
of learning, like learning to 
see and talk, may only take 
place at specific times during 
a child’s development. It’s 
clear that a toddler is not 
just passing time until school 
starts but is actively learn-
ing with every sight, sound, 
smell, and movement that he 
or she experiences.   

You can help your child 
develop visual connections 
in the brain by pointing out 
colors, faces, moving objects, 

and the little holes in Cheerios. Show how things move 
up and down, how a coin looks larger under a magnify-
ing glass, and how small an airplane looks from far away.

Develop speech and language parts of the brain by 
regularly talking and reading to your child. As you talk, 
your child learns the sounds and structure of language. 
Teach words—their meaning, their sound, their value. 
Regularly set aside time for reading.    

Enhance musical and rhythmic connections. Teach 
songs to your child. Sing together. Sway. Stomp. Skip. 

Plod along with the rhythms  
of the music.  

Encourage fantasy and cre-
ative play. They help develop 
the creative part of the brain.

As you do any of these activ-
ities, you will find yourself get-
ting caught up in being together. 
You will also be changing the 
structure of your child’s brain—
it’s neuroscience.

How wonderfully God has 
made us!

Dr. John Juern

Heavenly Father, 
You have filled our 
lives with so many 

good things; you 
sent your Son to 
save us; and you 

have given us your 
Word, which tells 

us about Jesus. 
Open our eyes so 

that we can see all  
 the great things you 
have done for us. 

Amen .

Neuroscience  
demonstrates the  
complexity of the  

human mind  
and the wonder of 
God’s creation.


