
Parenting In the Pew

Why Would You Want Children In Worship?
Someone could ask: Why would you want children in the worship service?  A typical service 
lasts almost an hour and a half.  It is a formal setting for prayer, contemplative reading and 
singing, with a forty-five minute sermon.  Having your children in such a setting is sure to be a 
distraction to your own ability to concentrate on God, let alone being a distraction to others 
around you.  Meanwhile, your children will certainly wish they were somewhere else.  You will 
undoubtably and repeatedly hear the phrase: “How much longer?”  Even if they can sit still for 
that length of time, they will likely just tune out, developing more bad habits of tuning out adults.  
Surely there is a better place for them.  Why even try to bring them into the worship service?  

On the other hand, there are many things in life that are going to seem boring to our children, but 
require their presence and are worthy of their attention.  One thinks of many family-type 
functions which require children’s respect and honor.  We live in a child-centered society, but 
children need to learn - not all life is about them.  They especially need to learn this when it 
comes to the worship of God.  

From the beginning of church history, God has ordained that his people meet together on the 
Lord’s Day for worship and edification of one another.  As the church meets as a Body, God 
promises that His Holy Spirit moves among them and uses the means of grace - the preaching of 
His Word, the singing, prayers and mutual edification of his people - and through these means 
He changes lives.  

And from the beginning, that has always happened with children present and participating.  It 
sounds surprising, but the invention of nursery or children’s church is a 20th century phenomena.  
(That doesn’t make them totally bad ideas, but it does put some perspective on what we consider 
normal.)  

In the Bible, when the people of God met, it was the whole people of God.  Joel 2:15-16 says, 
“Blow the trumpet in Zion; consecrate a fast;  call a solemn assembly; gather the people.  



Consecrate the congregation; assemble the elders; gather the children, even nursing infants.”  In 
Ephesians 6:1, the Apostle Paul wrote to children, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for 
this is right.”  Paul’s letters were originally written to be read publicly before the whole church.  
He assumed that children would be there.  

We live in a society that is generationally fragmented, where so much is compartmentalized and 
specialized.  And certainly there is a value in age-specific instruction.  But there is also a value in 
significant togetherness, particularly in the worship of God.  

There is something special about coming into the Lord’s Day worship service of God - that is 
different from other gatherings of the church.  There is an energy, solemnity and awe to all the 
people of God gathering together to worship that is not present in other settings.  

There is something powerful and important for children to see their parents worshipping God, to 
see other adults worshipping.  

There is a power to the public means of grace - 
the songs and prayers of God’s people.  There is a 
power to hearing a man of God proclaim the 
Word of God in a monologue.  There are other 
occasions for discussing God’s Word.  But there is 
something Biblically powerful about hearing 
God’s Word proclaimed authoritatively, and the 
people of God being under it together.  

This power is present and true even if children are bored, even if we think it’s not profitable to 
them.  The fact is, children can absorb a tremendous amount more than we realize.  Worship is 
like immersion in another culture.  It is an adult culture, a spiritual culture, but eventually you 
will pick up the language.    

There are legitimate occasions for separation into age-specific groups.  There are also auspicious  
occasions for all generations to be together.  Surely the public worship of God is such an 
occasion.  Always putting children into a segregated service is not going to prepare them more 
than sitting with parents.  In fact, the opposite is likely the case. 

Therefore, we should want to learn and do all we can to prepare and guide our children for the 
worship of God.  

The Place of Childrenʼs Church
Having said this, at FRBC we do recognize a place for nursery and Children’s Church in the 
preparation of our children.  Younger children do have a hard time sitting still for long lengths of 



time.  Some children have a harder time than others.  Every child is different and some have 
specific needs that require more patience and effort.  

Furthermore, we live in a society that does not normally prepare children to sit still until they go 
off to elementary school.  Many people from outside the church are not accustomed or prepared 
to have their children sitting with them.  Programs like Children’s Church are necessary to show 
hospitality to visitors from outside the church.  

But if there is a place for Children’s Church, we need to keep in mind its purpose - to prepare 
our children for the worship service.  Putting it bluntly, the goal of Children’s Church is to get 
them out of Children’s Church, to graduate them.  Children’s Church is not a place-holder.  It is 
not glorified baby-sitting.  It is a stepping-stone.  It is not to teach them to check out of the 
sermon time, or to teach them that worship ends when the singing ends.  

At FRBC, we want to encourage our parents to be purposeful even when sending our children to 
Children’s Church, to take ownership over the process of graduating your children from 
Children’s Church.  For some children, that may happen earlier; for some, it may happen later.  
(Every child and circumstance is different.)  But families need to have a vision, an excitement, 
and a process for having their family together in worship.  

Preparing Your Children
Preparation Begins In the Home

Preparation begins in the home - instilling habits and discipline.  1 Timothy 3:4 gives instructions 
for elders, who are to be examples to the rest of the church, saying, “He must manage his own 
household well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive.”  We live in society that 
unwisely rebels against the idea of authority.  But those who make the best leaders for tomorrow 
are those who most learn to follow today.  

Children need to learn that worship is more than Sunday.  If you don’t learn to worship the rest 
of your week, the worship on Sunday will not make up for it.  Sunday worship is the culmination 
of worship, not the extent of it.  

Therefore, family worship is crucial for the 
preparation of your children.  It teaches your 
children the habits and discipline of worship.  It 
teaches your children that worship is all of life.  

Family worship does not have to be scary or 
difficult or overwhelming.  It is best to keep it 
simple.  10-15 minutes may be all you need - 



either at the end of a meal or before bed.  Maybe you have a memory verse or catechism question 
you are learning together as a family, a hymn you are learning together, a book of the Bible you 
are reading through (or Children’s Bible or devotional book).  There are many helpful resources 
available today to help families in family worship.  (See the Appendix for more information.)  

Before Sunday

Before Sunday, it is important to promote Sunday 
as the day you look forward to as a family.  It 
needs to be an exciting day in your family and the 
best day of the week.  It is the day that we meet 
with our closest spiritual friends, where we are 
closest to heaven, where we most enjoy the 
presence and blessing of God.  It is the day we 
celebrate Christ’s Resurrection weekly and 
remember that he has accomplished salvation for us.  We need to speak to our children about the 
Lord’s Day worship service as something exciting and grown-up.  This means, as parents, we 
need to have this perspective ourselves.  

John Piper says, “The greatest stumbling block for children in worship is that their parents do not 
cherish the hour.  Children can feel the difference between duty and delight.  Therefore, the first 
and most important job of a parent is to fall in love with the worship of God.  You can’t impart 
what you don’t possess.”  

Cultivating relationships in the church is an important part of cultivating this attitude.  It will 
make a tremendous difference to help your children cultivate a relationship with your pastors,  
their Sunday School teachers, and other adults of the church.  It will make the times of preaching 
and instruction personal and real to them.  

Plan specifically for exercising hospitality on Sundays.  It will cause your children to look 
forward to the day.  It will make an impression on them to see the Lord’s Day as a day of 
fellowship and celebration, to see adults engaging in spiritual conversation after the service, to 
participate in it themselves.  

Then prepare for Sunday on Saturdays.  As you pray at meals, pray for God’s blessing on the 
services of the church the next day.  With younger children, find out the order of songs for the 
next day and sing them with your children to familiarize them with the music.  If your pastor is 
preaching a series, read ahead in the passage to prepare for what he might say.  

Plan your schedule Saturday night as much as possible so your family can be rested for Sunday.  
Sometimes it helps to prepare clothes and food the night before to make Sunday mornings less 
stressful on the family.  



Taking Part In the Service

Just prior to the service, make every effort to have your kids visit the bathroom.  It is a mystery 
how kids can go for hours without using the toilet.  But suddenly (and inevitably), during the 
worship service, they have an emergency situation.  Train your kids to avoid the potty parade on 
Sunday mornings.  Emergency situations do happen, but more often than not, your kids are 
hypersensitive to their bodies, because they are not wanting to pay attention to anything else.  
Again, emphasize the importance of worship and teach them not to be a distraction to others.  

Set clear expectations for your children’s behavior during the service...
• Sit, stand, and close eyes with the rest of the congregation.
• Sit up straight and still - no lounging, fidgeting, crawling.
• Keep papers as quiet as possible.
• Stay awake.
• Look towards the front.  No people-gazing or clock-watching.
• If you can read, read and sing along with the words.  Read along in the Scripture passages.  

(It will help your children to have the same version of the Bible as is used in your church.  
We use the English Standard Version (ESV) at FRBC.)  

When your children need to be corrected, much can be handled keeping them close to you and 
whispering in their ears.  But if children become loud and disruptive for more than a few 
seconds, you should take them out of the service and find a quiet place for their correction.  
During the service, several rooms are empty and available downstairs for these private needs.  

Some children are more active, have special needs, and will take longer than others to conform to 
this kind of disciplined behavior.  This can be a source of embarrassment and frustration to 
parents, and a further distraction from worship.  But as parents, you must remember that you are 
worshipping a God of grace, that your righteousness is not in your parenting, but in Christ.  Jesus 
suffered the little children to come to him and did not prevent them - not because they were good 
enough and mature enough, but because of his love.  He knows your needs and your children’s 
needs.  He is patient and will supply your every need.  So do not grow weary in doing good (Gal.
6:9).  

During the sermon, you may want to allow younger children a notebook in which to draw.  But 
as they get older and their reading and comprehension skills improve, begin to encourage them to 
listen more closely to the sermon.  They will probably find they can understand more than they 
thought.  Encourage them to take notes on what songs were song, what Scriptures were read.  
They may be allowed to continue to draw, but encourage them to draw something they hear from 
the sermon itself.  (A sample Children’s Bulletin for younger children is available in the foyer of 
the Fellowship Hall or from the ushers.)  

Eventually, encourage your children to take notes and to attempt to outline the sermon for 
themselves.  You may consider helping them learn to take notes, quietly drawing their attention 



to relevant points.  Your child may have questions that arise in their minds from something the 
pastor says.  Some quiet interaction between you and your child might be appropriate (as long as 
it is not a distraction to others).  

However, do not just turn their participation into your project.  They need to see that you are 
participating for yourself, that you are personally affected by the truth of God’s Word, that you 
value it for yourself.  At times, remind them that you want to listen too.  

At first, interaction with your children in worship 
can seem like a distraction from your ability to 
worship yourself.  It can feel like work.  You can 
begin to resent the effort it takes to help your 
children and also to pay attention yourself.  But 
worship sometimes is work.  And working at your 
worship may actually grow your appreciation of it 
all the more.  

Robbie Castleman writes, “Parenting in the pew can help children and parents to pay attention to 
what is really important.  Learning to pay attention to my children has helped me pay attention to 
my heavenly Father in worship... [It] is one way to pay attention to the truly important and life-
changing moments of life.  Parenting in the pew keeps you focused on the significance of the 
moment, so it is not lost in the distractions of the day.”  

Follow-Up

When the worship service ends, worship and service doesn’t.  Train your children in interacting 
with adults and others after the service.  You may want to encourage them to talk to at least one 
adult around them after the service, before joining other children their age.  For your older 
children, you may want to encourage them to look for opportunities to serve, in watching 
younger children or helping with after-service activities.  

Later in the day, perhaps at the end of your Sunday meal, spend a few minutes in family review.  
You may want to give testimony yourselves as parents, sharing your thoughts and reactions from 
the sermon.  Ask your children some basic questions about their Sunday School lessons and 
about the sermon itself.  End with a time of prayer as a family, asking God to help you continue 
to apply His Word.  

Appendix - Suggested Resources
On the Worship Service
Castleman, Robbie.  Parenting in the Pew.  Illinois: IVP, 1993. 



Bibles
The ESV Children’s Bible.  Crossway.  

The ESV Thinline Bible.  Crossway.  (Has the same page numbers as our pew bibles.)  

Story Bibles
Helm, David.  The Big Picture Story Bible.  Illinois: Crossway.  

Lloyd-Jones, Sally.  The Jesus Storybook Bible: Every Story Whispers His Name.  Illinois: 
Zondervan.  

Vos, Catherine.  The Child’s Story Bible.  Eerdmans.  

Family Devotion Helps
Hughes, Kent.  Disciplines of a Godly Family.  Illinois: Crossway, 2007.  

Machowski, Marty.  Long Story Short: Ten Minute Devotions to Draw Your Family to God.  
Pennsylvania: New Growth Press.  

Machowski, Marty.  The Gospel Story Bible: Discovering Jesus in the Old and New Testaments.  
Pennsylvania: New Growth Press.  

Meade, Starr.  Training Hearts, Teaching Minds: Family Devotions Based on the Shorter 
Catechism.  New Jersey: P&R Publishing, 2000.  

Plowman, Ginger.  Wise Words for Moms.  Pennsylvania: Shepherd Press. 

Whitney, Donald.  Family Worship: In the Bible, in History, and in Your Home.  Kentucky: 
Center for Biblical Spirituality, 2006.  

Younts, Ruth.  Get Wisdom: 23 Lessons for Children about Living for Jesus.  Pennsylvania: 
Shepherd Press.  

Memory Verse Programs
http://www.hopeingod.org/resources/scripture-memory/fighter-verse-program

Missions Prayer Guides 
http://www.global-prayer-digest.org/

ARBCA Missionary Prayer Guide

Catechisms
Leuzarder, John.  The Gospel for Children.  Pennsylvania, Shepherd Press.  

http://www.hopeingod.org/resources/scripture-memory/fighter-verse-program
http://www.hopeingod.org/resources/scripture-memory/fighter-verse-program
http://www.global-prayer-digest.org
http://www.global-prayer-digest.org


http://www.reformed.org/documents/cat_for_young_children.html

http://www.graceandtruthbooks.com/product/the-shorter-catechism-a-baptist-version

http://www.reformed.org/documents/cat_for_young_children.html
http://www.reformed.org/documents/cat_for_young_children.html
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