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Book Reviews

A Holy Vision for Family Life, vol. 1 of Building a Godly Home. 
By William Gouge, edited and modernized by Scott Brown 
and Joel R. Beeke. Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2013. 200 pp., $18.00

On the subject of marriage, Solomon’s ancient warning could 
certainly be applied — “Of making many books there is no 

end” (Ecclesiastes 12:12). With so many volumes on the subject 
lining the shelves of Christian bookstores, it is tempting to commit 
what C. S. Lewis called “chronological snobbery” by assuming 
that the latest word on the subject is unquestionably the greatest. 
Such assumptions ignore the treasuries of wisdom lying dormant 
in the archives of church history. Biblical exegesis and practical 
theology have a certain timeless quality and many of our contem-
porary conversations could be strengthened by a healthy dose of 
perspective from the past. 

For those looking for some historical input on married life, the 
Building a Godly Home series from Reformation Heritage Books 
will prove to be a helpful resource. The series introduces modern 
readers to William Gouge (1575 – 1653), whose family handbook, 
Of Domesticall Duties (1622), was one of the most influential 
Puritan works on the subject. Gouge (pronounced like gooj) pas-
tored the Blackfriars congregation of London for over forty-five 
years and helped write the influential Westminster Confession of 
Faith (1646). In addition, he was a devout husband to his wife, 
Elizabeth (1586 – 1625), with whom he fathered thirteen children. 

In updating Gouge’s original work, editors Scott Brown and 
Joel R. Beeke have modernized the Puritan’s language, trimmed 
less relevant sections, and divided the original 700-page work into 
three smaller volumes. The first volume, A Holy Vision for Family 
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Life, provides a general exegesis of Ephesians 5:21‒6:4 divided into 
twelve chapters. 

Gouge begins his treatment of domestic duties by focusing on 
the fear of the Lord as a foundation for serving one another. Follow-
ing the text of Ephesians, he then moves into the wife’s particular 
calling where several memorable quotations set forth his vision for 
the family. According to Gouge, the family is “a seminary of the 
church and nation” (19), “a beehive … out of which are sent many 
swarms of bees” (19), and “like a school where the first principles 
and grounds of government and subjection are learned” (20). With 
such high stakes, Gouge is careful to affirm that family life is a 
unique calling and should be taken as seriously as public vocations. 

Turning to the wife’s particular responsibilities, Gouge summarizes 
various aspects of submission and encourages wives to “manifest a 
willingness to yield to that order which God has established” (30). 
Such statements offended some women in his congregation at the 
time, yet Gouge remained faithful to what he considered to be the 
clear teaching of Scripture on the subject. Submission, he reasons 
can even be pleasant when husbands fulfill their proper responsibil-
ities, which Gouge argues must be rooted in the love of Christ (51). 
Similarly, the author calls parents and children to heed the created 
order and render proper duties to one another. Children should 
honor their parents and express their respect through obedience 
(163). At the same time, parents ought to seek the good of their 
children by nurturing them and instructing them in the Lord (191). 

True to the text of Ephesians 5, over two-thirds of the book 
(34‒49, 51‒89, 101‒31, 140‒55) does not deal explicitly with mar-
riage itself. Instead, the relationship of Christ and His Church takes 
central stage. Gouge delineates various doctrines related to this 
image, including Christ’s leadership of the Church, His purifying 
love for the Church, and the believer’s union with Christ. His 
digression from the subject of marriage makes a profound point: 
the Gospel is the necessary foundation for building a godly home. 
Any work on marriage that bypasses this base misses the primary 
argument of Ephesians 5.
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In this sense, A Holy Vision for Family Life is valuable both for 
its overview of the marriage relationship from a Puritan perspec-
tive as well as its extended discussion of several core Christian 
doctrines. Gouge helpfully grounds the responsibilities of mar-
ried life in the example of Christ and His Church. Although he 
merely introduces many points that will be developed in the sub-
sequent volumes of this series, his tone is pastoral and his words 
are saturated in biblical wisdom. The editors have bridged the gap 
between Gouge’s seventeenth-century language and his modern 
readers with frequent section divisions, italicized key phrases, 
and several enumerated lists. A handful of footnotes enhance 
the accessibility of this work by defining antiquated phrases and 
providing background to various arguments. 

While the editors have smoothed the language, a few reminders 
about Gouge’s original context may be helpful for fully appreci-
ating this work. For one, Baptist readers should not be alarmed 
by Gouge’s reading of Ephesians 5:26 and subsequent defense 
of paedobaptism. This position was consistent with his overall 
theology even if many may find his exegesis unpersuasive today. 
In addition, one must remember that the concerns of a seven-
teenth-century pastor will necessarily be different than the issues 
Christians face today. For example, readers may be surprised to 
see Gouge devoting so much attention to polygamy while never 
addressing homosexuality. However, Gouge’s efforts to speak 
winsomely to the social issues of his day are instructive for modern 
Christians willing to think through parallel concerns. Finally, 
Gouge should be appreciated for his approach to the subject of 
marriage, which was somewhat modern at the time. Gouge was 
an early defender of the companionate view of marriage rooted 
in romantic affection between the spouses, even though his own 
marriage was arranged. His advocacy for love in marriage will 
become more apparent in volumes two and three of this series, 
which will be addressed in future reviews. 

Overall, A Holy Vision for Family Life is a helpful introduction 
to the wise counsel of a Puritan pastor who skillfully brought the 
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Scriptures to bear on the important issues of marriage and family. 
Those who give Gouge a chance will be blessed and challenged 
in their own marriages by a man who was recognized in his own 
day as an expert on this subject.

MATTHEW D. HASTE, PH.D.

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
Louisville, Kentucky
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Beat God to the Punch: Because Jesus Demands Your Life. By 
Eric Mason. Nashville, TN: B&H, 2014. 128 pp., $12.99

Eric Mason writes, “This title is meant to draw the reader into 
the complexities … of a grace-filled life.”(1) Mason writes in 

an engaging manner and walks the reader through what it looks 
like to experience God’s immeasurable grace and how to see it 
manifested in everyday life.

Mason begins with the reality that upon Jesus’ return all will bow 
down before the King. “By implication, we have the option to bow 
by choice, or to bow by force. This reality extends to our whole life. 
Willfully bowing to Jesus now — rather than later — is the option we 
have in our everyday life.”(1) Unfortunately, many will bow by force 
and will face “the punch of [God’s] wrath, justice, and judgment.”(7) 
By God’s grace, through faith, we can beat God to the punch and 
willingly bow down and submit to His Lordship. For Mason, this 
book is an invitation and is “all about the life available to those who 
embrace Jesus as Lord, those who willingly bow the knee.”(7)

For those who are still a little suspicious, Mason assures the 
reader that he is not in any way insinuating that we can, on our 
own ability, evade God’s punch of wrath; he writes that, “beating 
God to the punch is never accomplished through our own effort, 
enlightenment, strength, or power. Only by God’s grace is one able 
to bow.”(3) He repeatedly emphasizes that though we are beating 
God to the punch, it is only because Jesus Christ absorbed that 
punch for us. He writes, “In order to beat God to the punch, you 
have to place your trust in Jesus Christ … Jesus, on the cross, took 
God’s best shot.”(97)

Mason walks through various aspects of God’s grace through-
out the book. In the first chapter he discusses the embodiment 
of God’s grace in the man of Jesus Christ and connects it to our 
lives today. “We must recognize that grace still walks with us. It is 
a beacon for us to see grace through Jesus Christ … All cross paths 
with grace, but not all respond to it.”(14) Those that do respond 
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by faith become a part of Jesus’ “crew” (a hip-hop term that Mason 
likens to discipleship). We become all about Jesus; we like what he 
likes and do what he does, we’re now in his “crew.”

In chapter two, the author discusses how we experience grace. 
For him, an experience of grace comes from the knowledge of 
grace. He walks through five aspects of grace to help the reader 
better understand what grace is and is not. These five aspects are: 
(1) grace is rooted in who God is, (2) this grace is rooted in God’s 
loving-kindness, (3) grace as a Person, (4) grace symbolizes some-
thing that was withheld from us, and (5) grace is the mans by which 
we respond to God. Understanding grace helps us experience grace; 
we need both truth and grace. He writes, “grace and truth are the 
key ingredients for God to be glorified and therefore, unleashing 
the contagious nature of the gospel.”(38) 

The next chapter addresses how we live in light of God’s grace. 
Mason writes, “Living a grace-filled life requires us to look into 
the name of Jesus and discover what we lack. When I look at the 
names of Jesus, I see a buffet of grace. All the food groups of the 
soul are in His name, so that our souls will never find themselves 
malnourished. This grace buffet is for us to see that nothing we 
have could have been obtained on our own.”(47) It is through an 
intimate, deep knowledge of who Jesus is that we can experience is 
ever-present grace in our lives. This is all done through Jesus sending 
us his Spirit. “The Spirit of God is the means for which we initially 
experienced the grace of God and continue to experience grace in 
our every day lives.”(57) Only by being filled with the Spirit can 
we be filled with the grace of God, because it is only through the 
working of the Spirit that grace works.

After moving through a sort-of historical survey of grace in 
chapter 4, in which the author looks at various theologians views 
of grace, Mason moves to the “completing work of grace”. “As we 
live in this day and age, we find ourselves longing for the eternal 
when the fullness of God’s grace will be dispense to us. Yet, between 
now and eternity we are to look forward to this grace and pursue 
living in light of it.”(82) We now live in a time of tension; God’s 
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Kingdom is here, but not in its fullness. It is the same for God’s 
grace; we are experiencing it in a very real way, but not in its entirety. 
The author encourages readers that as we hope and long for the 
coming Kingdom, “Jesus desires that, until He returns, we extend 
grace’s borders through the power of the gospel.” 

In the final chapter of his book, the author tells us just how we 
beat God to the punch. “Jesus Christ came to empower us to beat 
God to the punch. Beating God to the punch was God’s idea; we 
are not fooling Him or anyone else. God’s idea in eternity past was 
to provide Jesus as a substitution for our sin. There is a Judge and 
judgment coming … In order to beat God to the punch, you have 
to place your trust in Jesus Christ.”(91, 97)

Overall this book is an in-depth look at God’s grace. Mason 
admits “it will seem as if this book is more about grace than any-
thing else.”(3) More than that, it is a call to live in light of God’s 
grace. The reality is that when Jesus returns, you will bow down. 
But why not beat God to the punch and bow down now, and by 
grace submit yourself to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. Whether 
you’ve been a Christian for decades or minutes, or even if you’re 
not a Christian, this book will serve as an encouragement to you 
as you learn more and more about God’s grace.

NICHOLAS J. WEYRENS

Louisville, Kentucky
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Gospel-Centered Discipleship. By Jonathan K. Dodson. Wheaton, 
IL: Crossway, 2012. 173 pp., $12.99

Gospel-Centered Discipleship is not a book focused on measuring 
how a person is performing as a disciple, but rather about who 

we are as “imperfect people, clinging to a perfect Christ, being per-
fected by the Spirit.” (18). Dodson is a very engaging author who 
opens up about his own story as a follower of Christ and areas that 
he has fallen short. His personal hope in the gospel of Jesus Christ 
is easily read through the pages, making this book real to the reader. 

The book is divided into eight chapters with three main topics: 
defining discipleship, the heart of a disciple, and applying the 
gospel. To begin his book Dodson defines a disciple. He believes 
that the reader must understand “disciple is an identity” (29). To 
be a disciple is to have three areas that attribute to one’s identity. 
Each disciple is a learner, part of the faith family and missional 
(31). Gospel centered means to be a disciple of Jesus who “learns 
the gospel, relates in the gospel, and communicates the gospel.” 
(38). Chapter two introduces the idea of image and that a disci-
ple’s goal is to fight for image. The principle of image is presented 
as follows: man is created in the image of God and that image 
is distorted in the fall of man, God restores His image in His 
people through Jesus Christ. 

Chapter three deals with the struggles to biblically apply the 
practice of accountability and confession. Chapter four deals 
with the motivations one has for disciple making. The motiva-
tion must be more than “religious performance” or “spiritual 
license” — which he deals with in the previous chapter — but the 
motivations found in Scripture. “What motivates Jesus’ follow-
ers is what makes his disciples.” (76). These motivations, from a 
biblical standpoint, must be: religious affections, repentance and 
faith, and promises and warnings. Dodson summarizes this under-
standing by writing, “To synthesize these three motivations, we 
can say that 1) religious affection (holy fear and Christ-centered 
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joy) motivates 2) belief in God’s warnings and promises which, 
in turn, 3) motivate a life of repentance when we fail to be moti-
vated by foundational joy in Christ.” (86). Chapter five adds an 
area that many pragmatic understandings of disciple making 
can fail to address if not given careful thought or attention to a 
proper biblical understanding, that is the role of the Holy Spirit. 
The believer must be engaged in dependence on the Holy Spirit 
to allow us to be a part of making disciples and maturing them 
because “God has called us to surrender to His Spirit and to fight 
our flesh.” (102). 

Part three of Gospel-Centered Discipleship is where we find the 
application of the theology and confusion of disciple making 
presented thus far. Chapter six Dodson uses the language of con-
version to continue his ongoing thesis that a disciple’s identity 
is in being a learner who is part of a faith family and on mission. 
Each disciple must have his or her life converted to Christ, the 
church and to mission. Jesus as Lord is primary, Dodson writes, 

“It is important to note that Jesus is Lord, not church or mission. 
Be careful you don’t get that mixed up. Both church and mission 
will fail you, and you will fail in your church and mission. The 
good news is that Jesus never fails.” (116). Again Dodson clings 
to an unrelenting hope in Jesus as the center for His disciple 
making model. Chapter seven introduces the idea of Dodson’s 
gospel fight clubs. “Fight clubs are small, simple groups of two 
to three men or women who meet regularly to help one another 
beat up the flesh and believe the gospel of grace.” (121). They are 
meant to be simple, reproducible, missional and biblical groups 
that exist to know our sins, fight these sins, and trust our Savior. 
The idea of fighting is key to Dodson and is perhaps his greatest 
area of concern to pursue Gospel centered discipleship. Dodson 
suggests implementing “Gospel Fight Clubs” where believers 
can gather to fight sin. Finally, chapter eight deals with some 
very basic practicalities of starting fight clubs in the local church.

While Dodson offers a biblical and helpful understanding 
to being centered on Jesus Christ as disciples his application of 
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this could be developed a bit further. For instance, how does 
one find the right people to gather in a fight club? What is the 
direction of the fight club to pursue, or is it just simply a time to 
confess sin, and be encouraged in holiness? A great resource to 
take Dodson’s ideas and make them more practical is Neil Cole’s 
book, Cultivating a Life for God: Multiplying Disciples through 
Life Transformation Groups. In Cole’s book we see an example 
of the practicality and simplicity that Dodson is seeking put in 
a more manageable system of disciple making. This book serves 
the church well, but would go to another level of gospel helpful-
ness if chapters seven and eight could be expanded. To see the 
theological basis for fighting sin a great resource is John Owen’s, 
The Mortification of Sin.

Dodson offers an honest insight into what it can look like to 
make disciples. It is refreshing to read of his struggles, his contin-
ued hope in Christ, his desire to see himself grow as a disciple, and 
his passion to make disciples. This book is easily accessible to the 
regular follower of Christ who has not invested years in formal 
training. It’s a recommended read especially for people who are 
asking the question, “How do I grow in my faith with others if 
there is only a few of us?” Dodson offers an easy to understand 
and apply perspective on disciple making that can be read and 
practiced today, while keeping the gospel at the center of the life 
of a disciple of Jesus Christ!

BRAD WINGLER

Executive Pastor
Mill Creek Community Church

Erie, Pennslyvania
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How to Grow a Connected Family with Contagious Love and 
Faith. By James and Lynne Jackson. Enumclaw, WA: Wine-
Press Publishing, 2011, 242 pp., $17.99.

Discipline that Connects with Your Child’s Heart: How to Seize 
the Moment for God’s Purposes — Even in the Messes of Family 
Life! By Jim and Lynne Jackson. Chaska, MN: Connected Fam-
ilies, 2012, 245 pp., $12.95.

These two works are being reviewed in tandem not simply 
because of identical authorship but because they comple-

ment each other with their principles of parental core belief and 
connection with their children. 

How to Grow a Connected Family is ultimately about a journey 
of a parents’ “knowing and sharing God’s … love in and through 
our family” (xvi). The book revolves around several premises. 
First, we act upon our deep-seated core beliefs which shape and 
are shaped by our relationship with God, how we were parented 
or not, and currents stresses and situations to name a few. Addi-
tionally, what drives effective parenting is first receiving God’s 
love, Christ’s forgiveness, and with that parents then dispense 
God’s love in the best interest of their children. Lastly, “parents 
ultimately cannot change their children. They can only change 
the way they relate to them” (3). The authors present four prin-
ciples as a framework to guide parenting: foundation, connection, 
proaction, correction. Accordingly, if parents focus on this order 
then there will be fewer issues needing correction.

Section 1 (Chapters 1-6) presents the foundation for the entire 
framework: parental core beliefs and their relationship with 
God.“The path to becoming a better parent — like most every 
road to personal growth and mastery begins with self-examination 
(33). Better parenting begins then “with not better techniques, 
but with a careful look at myself and why I respond the way I 
do as a parent” (33).
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As the foundation is laid, parents can then make healthy connec-
tions with their children wherein their actions and words clearly 
convey an unconditional love for their child that is not misun-
derstood. In Section 2 (Chapters 7-11) parents are equipped in 
ways to connect with their children regularly, which develops a 
safe place and their children trust that their parents are looking 
out for their best interest. 

As a parent’s foundation is addressed continually, and they reg-
ularly approach their children with healthy connection, proaction 
follows. In Section 3 (Chapters 12-20), the authors teach parents 
how to “t.e.a.c.h.” their children character and responsibility for 
own actions, consequences, resolve conflicts, and care for them-
selves and others (Genesis 12:2-3). To teach is to intentionally 
provide or seek out opportunities to, “t” talk about life and its 
deep issues (1 Thess 2:7-8), “e” exemplify (Phil 4:9), “a” affirm (Phil 
4:8), “c” create opportunities for success, significance, service (Lk 
10:1-2), and “h” help or come alongside ( Jn 14:16). 

Intentionally placed last in the book, correction is discussed 
in Section 4 (Chapters 21-24). Grace-filled, biblical correction 
through various means enforces consequences, with the child’s best 
interest in mind. If all other principles have been followed — par-
ent’s foundational issues with God are settled, connections with 
their children, and proaction intentionally fostered — then correc-
tion (if and when it is administered) is minimal and grace-filled 
with the child’s best interest in mind. 

The expressed goal of this second book, Discipline that Connects, 
is that our children desire to know and love Jesus and to walk in the 
grace of obedience to Him (7). The book’s four principles can be 
summed up in this: Parents must prepare their own hearts before 
engaging with children so they can model God’s grace and forgiveness. 
Parents can then connect or engage with their children communi-
cating the key message that “You are loved, You are capable, and 
You are responsible” (12). While there are many parallels between 
the two books, this book focuses on the previous book’s last section, 
correction, guided by the loved, capable, and responsible message.
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Section 1 (Chapter 1-6) posits that parents need to intentionally 
wrestle with the thinking behind their behavior as parents before 
they can expect to engage with their children. This prepared heart 
or renewing of one’s mind (Rom 12:2) is about deep transforma-
tion characterized by “Sabbath mentality” wherein parents are 
instructed to step back, breathe, pray, and get perspective (38), 
and even ask for “Do-overs.” Author Jim Jackson recounts coming 
home from work and upon entering the house found a squabble to 
which he reacted without grace and love. So he asked his children 
for a “Do-over” and went back into the garage and restarted the 
entire return home. He reentered with “Hey kids, great to see you,” 
calmly asked if he could assist with their dilemma to which they 
replied they had already resolved the situation and ended with a 
smile, “We got it covered, Dad.… Good Do-over” (20). 

In Section 2 (Chapters 7-10), the authors emphasize that 
unconditional love, based on God’s very essence being love, casts 
out all fear (1 Jn 4:18), a fear that the authors have found to be 
predominately at the root many troubled youths’ misbehavior. It 
is essential for parents to express unconditional love especially 
when children are doing nothing in particular or when they are 
struggling or misbehaving. 

In Section 3 (Chapters 11-12), parents are encouraged to be 
involved in a purpose-filled process — knowing their own purpose 
in God’s scheme and parent out of that to help their kids know they 
are capable with their gifts, abilities, and purpose in God’s scheme. 
In that vein, children’s misbehavior is often a gift gone awry (102). 
For example, a disobedient child may in fact be one with an ability 
to be highly focused in finishing a project they started (a good trait) 
yet because of that focus, not hear or properly interpret a parent’s 
instruction. Lastly, though not exhaustively, parents should facil-
itate wise choices, train children to self-correct, and help children 
brainstorm solutions so they can learn to discern for themselves.

Natural consequences are the most powerful type of con-
sequence this book focuses on in Section 4 (Chapters 13-17). 
Galatians 6:7 communicates that we reap what we sow, good or 
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bad stuff “naturally” happens based on what we sow. However, 
parents often rush in and fix problems with or for their children 
all the while not realizing they, in a way, are blocking a powerful 
way children learn through natural consequences (129). 

In Section 5 (Chapters 18-19) the authors address the ques-
tion, how do we rebuild what falls apart? They instruct parents 
to prepare their “heart well, communicate love no matter what, 
recognize and affirm your child’s capability, and impose conse-
quences that truly grow a child’s sense of responsibility.… This 
will guide parents in connecting with child’s heart in discipline” 
(151). The parent-God connection is crucial in the parent-child 
connection because parent model human relationships with God. 
That is, the “shortest distance between a child’s heart and God 
is a parent” (163).

One litmus test of so many books on biblical parenting is do 
they encourage practical transformation? Can the biblical princi-
ples shared be implemented? Both of these books do an excellent 
job in this. 

How to Grow sensitively addresses many scenarios parents will 
encounter in their child’s misbehavior. Throughout the book they 
provide numerous practical real life examples of how the prin-
ciples work, self-examination questions, relevant Bible passages 
and responses or activities engaging parent and child alike. Even 
section titles are expressed in question form arresting the reader’s 
attention and seeking their engagement. 

There were two areas that might be considered further. Perhaps 
one parenting dynamic the authors could address when fleshing out 
the principles through scenario would be that of divorce or when one 
of the cohabitating parents is non-Christian. Additionally, a deeper 
philosophical issue to address is that right thinking (orthodoxy) does 
not necessarily or immediately yield right practice (orthopraxis). The 
authors rightly note that we do need foundational work on our deep-
seated core beliefs, but we cannot directly change them. It takes hard 
work, putting ourselves intentionally in places and with people to 
shape those beliefs indirectly. Perhaps this could be flushed out more.
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Discipline That Connects does an equally admirable job. Of the 
many practical discussions in the book, two of them I personally 
found applicable upon reading. Their observation of “gifts gone 
awry” was quite eye-opening and lead to great opportunity to bond 
with one of my children. Another valuable insight as well, that has 
subsequently influenced the way I see things, is their notion that 
many parents inadvertently truncate their child’s learning from 
natural consequences of their misbehavior by rushing to judgment 
or fixing things prematurely, when they could have let some things 
run their course so their children learn on their own. Lastly, the 
Appendixes provide invaluable practical scenarios of how these 
principles are used biblically for a parent to prepare their heart, 
tell and show the children they are loved, they are capable, and 
they are responsible.

STEVE CLARK, PH.D.

Eastern Washington University
Cheney, Washington
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How to Ruin Your Life by 30: Nine Surprising Everyday 
Mistakes You Might Be Making Right Now. By Steve Farrar. 
Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2012, 144 pp., $13.99.

Baseball pundits will be quick to say that you cannot win a 
World Series in April, but you can certainly lose one. Getting 

off to a bad start can have crippling effects, even in something as 
long as a 162-game season. In much shorter competitions, like a 
100 meter sprint, a bad start is impossible to overcome. That is 
exactly the premise that Farrar has in his book, that a bad start is 
hard to overcome. Age 30 is significant for him, because “for the 
first twenty years of your life, your parents make the major deci-
sions for you. From twenty on out, you will be making the decisions. 
The quality of your decisions will determine what your life will 
look like at thirty.” This is the mark of adulthood, you own your 
decisions and the consequences of them. And as a young person 
transitions into adulthood, passing through different stages leads 
to greater decisions and greater responsibility.

Farrar has nine common mistakes that he believes can shipwreck 
a life before age 30: 

1. Overlook the law of cause and effect. 
2. Get off to a bad start. 
3. Ignore God’s purpose for your life. 
4. Refuse to take responsibility for your actions. 
5. Neglect your gifts and strengths when choosing a vocation.
6. Disregard what the Bible says about sex and marriage. 
7. Stop learning.
8. Isolate yourself.
9. Refuse daily wisdom. 

The great news is that each of these can be fixed before a life 
becomes a tragic waste, but they are essential in the early stages 
of adulthood because of their long-term ripple effects.
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Perhaps the most pointed chapter is chapter six, which 
focuses on disregarding what the Bible says about sex and mar-
riage. Marriage is hard work, but it is a lifetime commitment. 
As the divorce rate stays high, even among Christians, Farrar 
says “the reason Christian couples get divorced is that some-
one in the marriage didn’t burn the ships.… commitment has 
been redefined to mean they will stay in the relationships 
as long as it’s personally convenient.” To help young Chris-
tians make wise decisions for marriage, he offers four rules:  

1. Married for life
2. Hands to yourself (sexual purity before marriage) 
3. Don’t act cheap
4. Christians only marry other Christians 

In keeping with his long-range perspective, he also wants to chal-
lenge the common question young adults ask. Instead of “Who 
am I going to marry?” he wants the first question to be “What 
kind of marriage do I want to have?” For Farrar, twenty years 
down the road needs to be the focal point, not the impulse for 
instant happiness.

In a culture that embraces yolo (You Only Live Once) as 
its mantra, Farrar’s words come as a stark, but very wise and 
timely contrast. He ends the book by pleading with his young 
readers to go to the wellspring of Proverbs every day. Rather than 
live out yolo and do what Drake says “forget what anybody 
says” and chase after the pursuit of pleasure, money, sex, and no 
consequences, Farrar sees one life with a 200 year ripple effect. 
He gives the example of Os Guinness’ great great-grandmother, 
who nearly committed suicide and left two young children to 
an orphan’s life. Instead she made the adult decision to press on, 
found forgiveness and restoration in Christ, and married well.

Youth pastors, put this book in the hands of your graduating 
seniors, and challenge them to make wise decisions as they move 
into adulthood. Their choices in the ten years after high school 
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will have ripple effects for decades. This book is worth taking the 
time to read, consider, and apply--because by God’s grace we hope 
to see lives transformed by the gospel and the pursuit of wisdom.

SCOTT M. DOUGLAS, ED.D.

Student Minister
Westside Baptist Church

Murray, Kentucky
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Youth Ministry from the Outside In: How Relationships and 
Stories Shape Identity. By Brandon K. McKoy. Downers Grove, 
IL: Intervarsity Press, 2013, 267 pp., $20.00.

In Youth Ministry from the Outside In, Brandon McKoy explores 
the power of story and relationships in youth ministry through 

the theoretical lens of social constructionism, the idea “that we 
create our world through our relationships and through the lan-
guage we use and the stories we share” (26). For McKoy, the real 
problem with youth ministry today is its obsession with individu-
alism, particularly on the location of failures as personal problems. 

“When we view the uniqueness of youth as originating internally, 
what happens when they fail? … Any inadequate performance or 
public failure throws youth and us into questioning our deficien-
cies” (36). McKoy believes that shifting the locus of ministry from 
individual formation to relational and narrative formation will help 
youth “gain what they need most: to know they are connected, 
to feel they belong, to see their life matters and to love in God’s 
relational reign” (40).

McKoy divides his text into three parts. In part one, McKoy 
argues that we in the West possess an individualist worldview 
and construct a social constructionist understanding of stories 
and relationships in practical theological perspective. McKoy 
chisels away at individualist thought, using stories of youth with 
whom he has interacted throughout his many years of ministry 
to demonstrate how individualistic thought can create destruc-
tive narratives of inadequacy and failure. For McKoy, the best 
identity formation practices with youth come when youth play 
particular roles in relationships, particularly through the youth/
youth pastor relationship. McKoy includes a chapter arguing, 
from the basis of social constructionism, that our life stories are 
not “reality” per se, but are “our reality,” and that life stories can 
be “rewritten.” In part two, McKoy explores “the importance of 
our coordination of our life story, how our relationships from 
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infancy from adolescence shape our identity” (16). He briefly 
touches on the importance of instilling within children the ability 
to shape and share their life stories as adolescents. 

In one chapter, McKoy examines the literature of developmental 
theory, challenges assumptions regarding the role adolescence plays 
in the developmental journey, and expresses the importance of 
knowing and understanding the emerging stories of youth. Moving 
on from the importance of narrative in adolescence, part three 
examines issues related to biblical hermeneutics, particularly the 
way we read Scripture as a set of propositions as opposed to a 
grander narrative. McKoy helpfully posits pedagogical methods 
for presenting the biblical narrative effectively to youth. McKoy 
explores the life of Christ as the guiding narrative that brings nar-
rative structure to youths’ lives, bringing them into the relational 
reign of God in Christ. 

McKoy truly understands the power of story and relationships 
in forming youth identity, and constructs a helpful youth ministry 
paradigm that brings the two together and models a “more holistic 
and integrative approach to youth, Scripture, and church” (15). It 
is no secret that modern approaches to youth ministry focus on 
the spiritual formation of individual youth with little attention 
to the stories and relationships that shape their identities. McKoy 
helps youth ministry practitioners move beyond the limitations 
that society has placed on our theories of ministry, and spurs us 
to obtain a more holistic and fruitful narrative-driven paradigm. 
Moreover, his promotion of the Scripture as narrative moves 
beyond traditional readings and better relates to the lives and 
struggles of youth.

Throughout the text, McKoy includes brief sections entitled 
“The Critic’s Voice,” which seeks to answer the potential objec-
tions of readers. While there is much to commend in this text, 
a few concerns do exist. McKoy’s use of social constructionism 
as a guiding paradigm for youth ministry may alarm those unfa-
miliar with the theory. It is important to understand that while 
McKoy views social constructionism not as a belief system or 



102 103

worldview, but as a tool that “requires nothing from anyone” (19), 
his overreliance on social constructionism tends to muddle the 
theoretical waters rather than clarify them. His insistence that 
individually-based youth ministry approaches are more damaging 
than helpful appears to be an overreaction; while there is much 
truth to the idea that youth identity is molded in the context of 
personal relationships, McKoy’s diatribe against individualism is 
not necessarily helpful. Perhaps most alarming is McKoy’s view of 
Scripture, which he deems becomes authoritative when a commu-
nity deems it so, and even questions the idea of biblical inerrancy 
(163-165). Moreover, McKoy’s writing is densely theoretical, 
which may excite the thoughtful youth ministry practitioner, 
but may disappoint the seasoned youth worker eager for a new, 
practical, and sustainable ministry approach.

Apart from these critiques, McKoy offers a fresh paradigm that 
moves beyond the limitations of individualism and empowers 
youth to envision themselves as actors in a grand narrative that 
God is writing with their lives through his story and through 
caring relationships. There is much within the work that will 
benefit the youth minister, but there is much to beware. A book 
such as this with a fresh vision but possessing some shaky bib-
lical and theoretical foundations deserves an open-minded but 
critical read. The youth pastor who delights in understanding the 
foundational underpinnings of ministry practice will thoroughly 
enjoy this work.

BENJAMIN D. ESPINOZA

Director of Youth and Community Life
Covenant Church

Bowling Green, Ohio
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The Pastor’s Kid: Finding Your Own Faith and Identity. By 
Barnabas Piper. Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, 2014, 
160 pp., $12.99. 

Re-entering pastoral ministry after a seven-year seminary hiatus 
with the recent addition of two boys makes me nervous. More 

than anything I fear the possibility that my children’s regular expo-
sure to the disappointments, trials, and vulnerabilities of pastoral 
ministry will have a hardening effect on their hearts and will serve 
to drive them away from Christ and his people rather than into 
close communion with both. I have heard the stories of pastor’s 
kids who have turned from the faith of their parents, often citing 
the unique difficulties of their dad’s work and their experience in 
the church as the primary reasons they don’t want to follow Christ. 
And now I’m a pastor. Who is sufficient for these things? 

Barnabas Piper is a pastor’s kid. Actually, Barnabas Piper is one 
of the most well-known pastor’s kids, because his dad ( John Piper) 
is one of the most popular pastors in America today. With a father 
whose immediate and derivative ministry has been, for several 
years, significant in terms of sheer breadth, the fishbowl has been 
particularly large for Barnabas Piper; he understands with special 
acuity the troubles that often harass pastor’s kids.

Piper comes to writing this book with a threefold aim. First, 
he is writing for the sake of pastor’s kids (pks) to give them a 
voice. Second, he is writing to pastors to remind them of the 
unique struggles and pressures that face their children. Third, he 
is writing to the church to remind them of their special responsi-
bility to care for their pastor’s children. I would assess that Piper 
accomplishes his threefold aim throughout the book, with an 
emphasis on the second and third aims. The subtitle to the book 
(“Making Your Faith Your Own”) is slightly misleading for Piper 
does not address pks predominantly with regard to how they 
might personalize their faith. Rather, the message for pks to 

“make their faith their own” comes implicitly as Piper addresses 
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pastors and the church; it is not the main thrust of the book.
After an introduction and a preliminary chapter, Piper dis-

cusses “The “Fishbowl” (chapter 2). Here he addresses the many 
assumptions with which Christians often approach pks. It is 
typically supposed by church members that the pk has a solid 
relationship with God and with his family (38-39), loves the 
church (39-40), is confident in his religious beliefs (40-41), and 
desires to be a leader (42). None of these may be true, yet the 
relationships between church members and pks are often based 
on these kinds of faulty assumptions. In time, these assumptions 
lead to unrealistic expectations for pks and a growing sense that 
they are “well-known but unknown.” 

The progression continues as these false expectations often lead 
to double standards. For example, Piper recalls a time when he was 
strongly rebuked by a church member for doing the same thing 
for which two other non-pks were not corrected. The underlying 
belief is that the pastor’s kid should be different: more holy, less 
inclined to youthful immaturity, and generally uninterested in the 
things of the world. Such double standards are often a catalyst for 
hypocrisy — a temptation to which pks are particularly susceptible. 

“This kind of multiple standard causes pks to focus on the wrong 
things. We begin to worry about pleasing people. Or we begin to 
resent them. It runs the risk of casting God in the same light as 
the crotchety old woman who’s always griping about our baggy 
pants, shaggy hair, and thumping bass” (51). What, then, do pks 
need? While agreeing that obedience to God is important, Piper 
implores: “We need an extra measure of grace to overcome the lack 
of grace we find in so many other areas of life” (51). 

Yet, not only do pks need other church members to extend 
grace, they also need their parents to exhibit grace by refusing 
to be those who “present themselves as the flawless heroes they 
can never be (for us or the church) instead of the flawed, idiosyn-
cratic, weird, sinful people they really are” (78). Pastor’s homes 
must be places where both parents are leading by example in 
confessing their sins, admitting mistakes, and demonstrating a 
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readiness to ask for and extend authentic forgiveness. Accordingly, 
the pastor must never indicate to his children — explicitly or 
implicitly — that his job security is tied to his children’s behavior 
(86). A gracious parent cares about his child more than his role 
as pastor (97-102).

Despite the many warnings and admonitions, Piper seeks to 
balance what appears to be a generally negative appraisal of pk 
life with positive reflections on the benefits of growing up as a 
pk. pks enjoy the privilege of regular exposure to Scripture and 
theology, and they have the opportunity to observe parents who 
are devoted to serving the church. These kinds of privileges can 
help pks prepare for future ministry. 

Piper’s exposure of the temptations lurking within the pastor’s 
heart is a most welcome invasion. I found myself thoroughly 
rebuked, admonished, exhorted, and warned as I read this book. 
I am grateful for Piper’s willingness to draw from the hardships 
he endured as a pk to encourage other pks, warn pastors, and 
instruct the church. 

Yet, I fear that this book could serve to enflame a spirit of emo-
tional entitlement among pks if it is not read with the same grace 
from pks that Piper requires of the church and her pastors. Piper 
often states that the pressures and struggles of a pk are unique. 
I do not doubt this claim. And Piper is also careful to warn pks 
that playing the “victim card” is unacceptable (129-130). But 
the ratio between church-directed admonition and instruction 
aimed at pks definitely slants in one primary direction: toward 
the church and pastor. 

While I agree that many church members and pastors need to 
wake up to the way we think about and relate to pks, I wonder 
if such a strong emphasis on the failures of the church and pas-
tor-dads, coupled with the constant reminder that pks endure 
a unique class of difficulty will prove healthy for pks. Time will 
tell. Nevertheless, despite this weakness, I commend this book, 
especially to pastors and church members. We need to hear a 
pointed word from a pk who knows what it’s like to persevere 
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through the trials of pastoral life and come through the experience 
still loving Jesus. And that is something for which the church and 
her pastors can hope for all their children. 

DEREK J. BROWN, PH.D.

Pastoral Assistant
Grace Bible Fellowship of Silicon Valley

Sunnyvale, California


