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Black & White 
 In a World Where Anything Goes - How We Can Help Our 

Children Discover What Truth Really Is1 
 

By Josh McDowell with Bob Hostetler 
 
 When my daughter Kelly was in 4th grade, several students in her class swiped an 
animal-shaped paperweight off the teacher’s desk while the teacher was out of the 
room.  The kids just wanted to play with it, but it broke.  They returned it to the 
teacher’s desk, hoping she wouldn’t discover the damage.   
 Of course, she did.  When the teacher asked one of 
Kelly’s classmates what happened, the girl lied.  Then the 
teacher asked Kelly, who matter-of-factly told the whole story. 
 The next day, I took Kelly out for breakfast and told her 
I felt she’d done the right thing, in spite of any pressure of 
harassment she may get from her classmates. 
 “Honey,” I then asked, “why do you think lying is 
wrong?” 
 She thought for a few moments.  Finally, she 
announced, “Because the Bible says it’s wrong.” 
 “Why does the Bible say it’s wrong?” 
 “Because God commanded it.” 
 “Why did God command it?” 
 “I don’t know,” she admitted. 
 I was proud of Kelly’s answers.  But that day I realized I not only wanted to teach 
her that some things are right and some are wrong, I wanted her also to understand 
how to tell the difference. 
 
HOW TO TELL THE TRUTH 
  
 Earlier this year, our ministry commissioned a survey of more than 3,700 kids 
who are active at church – one of the most extensive surveys of its kind conducted.  The 
survey, done by The Barna Research Group, showed that a significant portion of our 
children – kids from good families and strong churches – are not at all sold on traditional 
Christian views of right and wrong.  For example, 57 percent of the young people 
surveyed wouldn’t say that an objective standard of truth exists.  Though that 
percentage is not as high as among kids who don’t attend church, it reveals that even 
children actively involved in church may not understand or accept that absolute truth 
(that is, that which is true for all people, for all times and places) exists. 
 My wife and I have established a curfew with our 13-year-old daughter, 
specifying what time she’s required to be home after a school football game.  We’ve set 
a firm guideline, telling her, “You must be home by 11 p.m. on Friday nights.”  If she 
obeys the curfew, she’s doing right; if she violates it, she’s doing wrong. 

                                                 
1 Article in Christian Parenting Today. Sept/Oct 1994. 
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 But is the curfew an absolute truth?  No.  It’s not applicable to all people, at all 
times, and in all places.  It doesn’t apply to our older children, and it may change in 
some future time or circumstance. 
 Children of all ages struggle with the concept of truth and how to apply it to their 
lives.  They’re confused about what truth is and who defines it.  They’re uncertain about 
what truths are absolute and what makes them absolute.  They’re often sincerely 
puzzles over what is right and what is wrong.  Of course, many of us parents are also 
honestly confused.  We may struggle ourselves to understand what truths are absolute 
– and why.  And we struggle with how to teach our kids about truth.  But in my 25 years 
as a dad (and even more than that working with kids), I’ve learned that kids need to 
learn what truth really is. 
 
WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES IT MAKE? 
 
 Do my children’s views about truth really make a difference in their behavior?  
Will teaching my children how to distinguish right from wrong guarantee they’ll choose 
right? 
 No.  There are no guarantees.  A friend of mine 
has raised two children.  One is in full-time Christian 
service, and the other has rejected the faith entirely.  
Yet both were raised in the same Christian home by the 
same good parents.  Children sometimes make poor 
choices despite their parents’ best efforts. 
 But our study does indicate that children who 
don’t accept an objective standard of truth are more 
likely to do wrong themselves: lie, cheat, steal, watch a pornographic film, get drunk, 
use illegal drugs, or attempt suicide.  They are also more likely to mistrust people and to 
describe themselves as disappointed, angry with life and resentful. 
 
WHAT’S A PARENT TO DO? 
 
 So what can Christian parents do about all this?  We can’t retreat from society.  
We can’t turn back the clock.  What can we do to pass on our values to our kids?  What 
can we do to instill biblical concepts of truth and morality within our children?  God 
gave Israel – and us – a model when he said: 

“Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is one!  And you shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.  
And these words, which I am commanding you today, shall be on your heart; 
and you shall teach them diligently to your sons (and daughters) 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 up.  And you shall bind them as a sign on your 
hand and they shall be as frontals on your forehead.  And you shall write them 
on the doorposts of your house and on your gates” (Deut. 6:4-9, NASB). 
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I see in this passage a divine model for teaching truth that involves three pillars of 
effective communication. 
 

1. Build a relationship. 
 

Teaching truth to our children requires a healthy relationship.  God’s model for 
teaching truth to our children calls not only for a constant process but for honest, 
meaningful relationships.  We are to each diligently when we sit, walk, lie down, and 
rise up.  In other words, God wants us to teach his truths in every interaction with 
our children – even the most mundane. 

Several months ago, I sat across a table from a pastor and father who had 
presented my video series on building strong, healthy relationships between parents 
and children to his small Midwestern church about two years earlier, when his 
children were 9 and 10. 

“I remember sitting in that darkened sanctuary,” he said, “crying convulsively 
because I didn’t have the kind of relationship I wanted with my son and daughter.  
Two years later, I presented the series again.  This time, however, there were no 
tears – because I had spent two years building a better relationship with my kids.” 

Our survey reveals that 54 percent of 
preteens and teens in evangelical church 
families say they seldom or never talk with 
their father about their personal concerns, 
and 26 percent say they seldom or never talk 
with their mother about such things.  At the 
same time, the study reveals that youth who 
say they are “very close” to their parents are 
more likely to feel “very satisfied” with their 
life, to abstain from sex, to espouse biblical standards of truth and morality, to 
attend church, to read their Bible consistently, and to pray daily. 

My own children have taught me that truth is best understood in the context of 
a relationship.  If I need to correct my children, for example, I’ve learned to begin by 
asking a question that is based on my relationship with them.  I ask, “Do you know 
that I love you?”  If the answer to that question is positive, then I can be confident 
that they will respond to my correction.  By asking that question before I offer 
correction, I’m approaching them not on the basis of my authority but on the basis 
of our relationship. 

How do you determine the quality and strength of your relationship with your 
child?  Ask yourself: 

 

 When’s the last time we laughed together? 

 When’s the last time we cried together? 

 Do I know what his favorite song is (currently)? 

 Do I know who she sits with in the school cafeteria? 

 When did my child last seek my advice? 

 When did I last forget or cancel a commitment to my child? 

 Do I more often ask questions of or make statements to my child? 
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 Have I recently admitted a mistake or fault of my own to my child? 

 What do I know –really know – about my child’s spiritual life? 
 
The answers to these questions may reveal the depth of your relationships with 

your kids-and may suggest places to start deepening them right now. 
 

2. Be an example. 
 

Teaching truth to our children entails 
example.  In a note I received about five years 
ago, a man explained that he had come to the 
little California town where I live and had 
watched me from a distance. 

He watched as I took my kids to eat at a 
local restaurant.  He followed me around town-
into the drug store, into the ice cream shop, and 
so on – all without me knowing. 

“I wanted to see, “he wrote, “If you live what you talk about.” 
I breathed a sigh of relief that I’d passed the test that day.  As hard as I try, 

chances are on a different day, I might have blown it! 
Whether you know it or not, you’re being watched too – by your kids.  And the 

things you model (by design or by accident) powerfully communicate your 
convictions about right and wrong, about morality and immorality, about truth. 

Thirty-five percent of the kids who responded to our survey couldn’t identify any 
adults as heroes or models.  No wonder so few kids today can sort through their 
ideas about right and wrong: they believe they have no one to model their life after, 
no one to imitate, no one to illustrate strong convictions and high standards of 
moral behavior. 

I like the words of Dorothy Law Nolte, who summed up succinctly the good and 
bad in what we parents model for our children: 

 
If children live with criticism, they learn to condemn.  
If children live with hostility, they learn to fight.   
If children live with ridicule, they learn to be shy.   
If children live with shame, they learn to feel guilty.   
If children live with tolerance, they learn to be patient.  
If children live with encouragement, they learn confidence.   
If children live with praise, they learn appreciation.   
If children live with fairness, they learn justice.   
If children live with security, they learn to have faith.   
If children live with approval, they learn to like themselves.  
If children live with acceptance and friendship, they learn to find love in the 
world. 
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If we want to pass on biblical values to our children, we must model those values 
in our own lives.  If we want our kids to accept the idea that there are absolute 
standards of truth, we must let them see that we believe it ourselves. 

I’m not saying that we must live perfect lives before our children – but consistent 
lives, lives that model biblical standards.  If I want to teach my children to value 
honesty, for example, shouldn’t I remember to report every cent of income to the 
IRS?  If I want my kids to flee sexual immorality, don’t I need to check that my 
television viewing habits reflect those values?  God first emphasized to his people 
that the “words, which I am commanding you today, shall be on your heart”, then he 
said, “you shall teach them diligently to your (children).” 

Periodically, I try to determine whether I am modeling absolute standards of 
truth by asking myself: 

 

 Is there anything in my life that I don’t want known to others? 

 How has my behavior this week displayed my belief in absolute standards 
of morality? 

 How has my behavior failed to display that belief? 

 Do I forbid behavior in my children that I allow in myself? 

 Am I open to criticism from others? 

 Can I ask my kids to help identify and correct inconsistent behavior in my 
life? 

 What divine precepts or principles do I resist or disobey? 
 

3. Share the truth. 
 

Teaching truth to our children includes 
instruction.  Instilling biblical values requires a 
commitment to teach our children consistently, 
repeatedly and at every opportunity that there is a 
standard of right and wrong that transcends human 
ideas and opinions. 

When my daughter Kelly and I talked about 
why lying is wrong, Kelly admitted she didn’t know 
why God issued commandments against lying.  I took 
her hands in mine and locked eyes with her.  “Do you want to know why lying is 
wrong?” I said.  She nodded seriously. “Because God is Truth, Kelly.  Truth comes from 
his nature, and whatever is contrary to God’s nature is sin.”  I wanted to instill in her the 
concept  that God – his very nature and character – is the absolute standard for 
everything that is good and right.   
 I’ve failed many times as a parent, but I have tried to seize every opportunity 
over the years to share with my children that God is the source of all truth.  “He is the 
Rock,” Moses said, “his work is perfect… a God of truth and without iniquity, just and 
right is he” (Deut. 32:4, KJV).  It is God’s nature and character that define truth.  He 
defines what is right for all people, for all times and places.  I’ve tried to be careful to 
impress upon my own children that truth is not something God decides; it is something 
he is. 
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 I don’t want my children to make the mistake of trying to measure right and 
wrong by their own ideas.  I want them to understand that the basis of everything we 
call moral, the source of every good thing, is the eternal God – who is outside, above 
and beyond us.  The reason we know some things are fair and others are unfair is 
because our Maker is a just God.  The reason love is a virtue and hatred a vice is because 
the God who formed us is a God of love.  The reason honesty is right and deceit is wrong 
is because God is true.  The reason chastity is moral and promiscuity is immoral is 
because God is pure. 
 But in addition to furnishing my children with a “truth apologetic” – a “test of 
truth” to explain why an attitude or behavior is moral or immoral – I also want to 
convince them of the benefits of moral choices by exposing them to the “evidence for 
truth.” 
 I have learned much about parenting from my friend Dick Day.  One of the 
biblical concepts that has been driven home to me through our relationship is the 
realization that every command of God has two motives behind it:  to protect his 
children and to provide for his children (Deut. 10:12-13). 
 As a dad, I want my kids to know that even though sin may be packaged in an 
appealing or attractive way, making moral choices brings greater benefits.  Chastity, for 
example, is the right choice morally.  But choosing chastity also has practical benefits:  
protection from sexually transmitted diseases, and peace of mind.  Being honest, the 
right choice will also protect my kids from ruined relationships and provide for trust. 
Marital faithfulness, besides being the right choice, will protect them from 
disillusionment and provide for maximum fulfillment and intimacy.  I want to impress on 
my kids that self-control protects from excesses and provides for true enjoyment.  
 Someone has said that just about the time you feel you might be doing a good 
job as a parent, you’re done – your kids are grown and gone.  I think it helps to 
remember that parenting is a process of growing 
and learning.  I know that I don’t have all the 
answers, but I know that God does, and I try 
constantly to refer my children’s questions about 
moral decisions to him.  In doing this, I hope to 
equip my kids with a sure foundation for moral 
decisions, giving them a means – the means, 
actually – to know what is absolute and to 
distinguish right from wrong.   
 
 
 
 
–END- 

http://www.josh.org/


 

www.josh.org   © 2009 Josh McDowell Ministry 

 

P
ag

e7
 o

f 
8
 

GOOD NEWS/BAD NEWS 
 
 

What do kids want out of life?  What are their 
expectations and hopes?  What circumstances and 
achievements do they really want? 

The research by the Josh McDowell 
Ministry/Barna Research Group identifies some answers 
that give parents cause for both hope and concern. 

More than 80 percent say they want to have one 
marriage partner for life, good health, close personal 
friendships and a clear purpose for living. 

Approximately 75 percent identified having a 
close relationship with God, a spouse and children, a 
comfortable lifestyle and high personal integrity as highly 
desirable. 

Yet, in spite of their personal hope for a better 
tomorrow, our kids aren’t convinced that things will be better in the days ahead.  Their 
responses were evenly divided:   1/3 believe things will be better, 1/3 do not believe 
things will improve, and 1/3 confess they don’t know what to expect.  This uncertainty 
may contribute to the feelings of stress and anxiety many kids express. 

Our kids’ acceptance or rejection of absolute truth greatly affects how they view 
life and decisions.  For example, kids who say they do not believe in absolute truth are 
more than 2 1/2 times as likely to believe that “lying is sometimes necessary,” and more 
than twice as likely to say that the Bible isn’t relevant and doesn’t provide practical 
standards for living today.  These same kids are also 2 ½ times more likely to say that 
“there’s nothing wrong with breaking the law as long as it doesn’t hurt anybody,” and 
almost 3 times more apt to judge something to be ethically or morally right “if it works.” 

Most importantly, perhaps, our kids’ views about absolute truth affect whether 
they base their moral decisions on feelings and guesswork or on objective standards of 
right and wrong.  The study reveals that kids who lack strong convictions of biblical truth 
are 3 times more likely to say that “the only intelligent way to live is to make the best 
choice you can in every situation, based on your feelings at the moment,” and 6 times 
more likely to believe that the best philosophy for life is to “do whatever feels or seems 
right, as long as it doesn’t harm anyone else.” 
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VITAL STATS 
 
Home Sweet Home 
 
Percentage of Kids who describe their home as a 
place where: 

 They feel secure and loved: 62 

 Sometimes they feel loved, sometimes 
they don’t: 14 

 Each member is “trying to love each 
other”: 9 

 They usually feel uncomfortable and 
would rather be elsewhere: 8 

 They feel comfortable although their 
family is not close and loving: 7 

 
 
 
Do the right thing? 
 
Percentage of churched kids who admitted to 
involvement in questionable or immoral 
activities within the last three months: 

 Lied to a parent, teacher or other adult: 
66 

 Lied to a peer: 59 

 Watched MTV at least once a week: 45 

 Cheated on an exam: 36 

 Smoked a cigarette or other tobacco 
product: 23 

 Tried to physically hurt someone: 20 

 Gambled money: 20 

 Watched an X-rated movie: 16 

 Stole money or goods: 15 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Relationship with Dad 
 
Percentage of kids who describe their 
relationship with their dad as: 

 Very close: 32 

 Fairly close: 42 

 Not too close: 14 

 Not at all close: 7 
 
However, the time dads and children spend 
“talking about things that really matter” is 
surprising. In a typical week, the percentage 
who spend: 

 No time talking to their dad: 16 

 Less than 5 minutes: 14 

 5-15 minutes: 20 

 16-30 minutes: 16 

 31-60 minutes: 12 

 1-2 hours: 10 

 2-4 hours: 7 

 4 hours or more: 5 
 
 
 
 
Relationship with Mom 
Percentage of kids who describe their 
relationship with their mom as: 

 Very close: 52 

 Fairly close: 36 

 Not too close: 8 

 Not at all close: 3 
 
However, the time moms and children spend 
“talking about things that really matter” is 
surprising. In a typical week, the percentage 
who spend: 

 No time talking to their mom: 6 

 Less than 5 minutes: 9 

 5-15 minutes: 16 

 16-30 minutes: 16 

 31-60 minutes: 15 

 1-2 hours: 13 

 2-4 hours: 12 

 4 hours or more: 13 
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