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The tragic circumstances surrounding the death of seven-year old Shanay Walker at 
the hands of her abusive aunt and grandmother are heart-breaking to contemplate. 
The systematic physical and emotional cruelty visited on this innocent child 
prompted The Telegraph headline, “'Wicked' Seventh-day Adventist jailed for 
inflicting two-year reign of terror on her niece.” The headline clearly intended to 
drag the name of the church through the dirt and represents the kind of lazy, 
sensationalist journalism more usually associated with the tabloid “red-tops”. The 
paper was quick to insinuate a culture of abuse in the church without seeking to 
find out what the church actually believes and teaches in regard to parental 
discipline and child abuse. The behaviour of Shanay’s aunt and grandmother was as 
far removed from biblical discipline as chalk and cheese. However, it does raise 
the age-old question about what separates discipline from abuse. 
 
The Bible clearly counsels us, “Withhold not correction from the child . . .” 
(Proverbs 23:13). God Himself sets the pattern for the disciplining of children by 
setting limits on us and imposing consequences for disobedience. The key factor in 
God’s discipline is His motivation. Jesus says, “As many as I love, I rebuke and 
chasten (Revelation 3:19).” Ellen White counselled, “Parents, let your children see 
that you love them and will do all in your power to make them happy. If you do so, 
your necessary restrictions will have far greater weight in their young minds” (The 
Adventist Home, 193). 
 
Contrary to popular misunderstanding, the traditional “spare the rod, spoil the 
child” interpretation of Proverbs 13:24 does not give parents the right to physically 
abuse their children. Rightly understood, the use of the rod should be like that of 
the Heavenly Shepherd who guides and comforts His flock (Psalm 23:4). Those who 
feel that God is requiring them to exact harsh punishments on their children need 
to re-examine their concept of who God is. What kind of God would He be that 
required us to assault our children in the name of discipline? We serve God 
according to the image we have of Him. If we see Him as hard and exacting, we 
will treat our children in the way we believe He treats us. The Lord does not shy 
away from the need to administer chastisement. 
 
Hebrews 12:6-7 states that, “the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and he chastens 
everyone he accepts as his son.” His discipline is motivated by His love. However, 
when the motivation of God’s love is absent from the heart, abuse is the inevitable 
result, whether through harshness or neglect. It is important to recognise that 
even if we believe that our motivation is pure, abuse and its long-term effects are 
just as devastating whether we realise it or not. The effect of abuse has much 
more to do with how our behaviour is perceived by the child than what we 
intended to achieve. 
 
Bear in mind that the leaders of the church of Jesus’ day believed that they were 
doing God’s will when they condemned Jesus. Wilful ignorance is no excuse. We 
will be held accountable even for the opportunities we spurned to learn better 
ways to accomplish His purpose, including the way we raise our children. 



 
The methods we use in disciplining our children should be guided by our primary 
purpose. Discipline can be defined as training, which is expected to produce a 
specific character, or pattern of behaviour, especially training that produces moral 
or mental improvement. Parental education has traditionally emphasised 
controlling a child’s behaviour as opposed to influencing character. It is possible to 
spend too much time forcing our children to be ‘good’ without helping them to 
develop internal values from which right behaviour stems. Compelling right 
behaviour through harsh punishments without addressing the weightier matter of 
character transformation will either produce cowering compliance or rebellion. 
 
We need to be honest with ourselves as to whether our disciplining is truly an 
outgrowth of a desire to mould the characters of our children into the likeness of 
Jesus or simply an outlet for our emotional frustrations. Our children should not 
have to pay the price for our adult feelings of embarrassment, irritation or stress. 
We need to exercise emotional control while disciplining our children. We must be 
careful to avoid overstepping the line between legitimate correction and physical 
abuse. Solomon states, “Like a city whose walls are broken through is a man who 
lacks self-control (Proverbs, 25:28). 
 
We are counselled, “Whipping may be necessary when other resorts fail, yet she 
[mother] should not use the rod if it is possible to avoid doing so . . . Frequently 
one such correction will be enough for a lifetime, to show the child that he does 
not hold the lines of control” (Child Guidance, 250). Harsh discipline may achieve 
external compliance but, as in my personal experience, breed internal hostility. In 
my household growing up, my father knew only one form of discipline and that was 
administered with a leather belt. Somebody once said that, “If all you have in your 
toolbox is a hammer, you will treat everything like a nail.” We are further 
counselled that, “Many times you will find that if you will reason with them kindly, 
they will not need to be whipped. And such method of dealing will lead them to 
have confidence in you. They will make you their confidant” (Child Guidance, 
250). 
 
A tendency to take recourse in hitting rather than talking may indicate a failure on 
our part to nurture an emotional connection with our children which will allow us 
to understand their hearts rather than reacting to their behaviour. Discipline 
requires that we creatively use every option available to us to guide our children in 
the right direction. 
 
It is not my position that parents who utilise corporal punishment are 
automatically failing in their parental responsibilities. Physical chastisement 
remains a biblical option utilised by many loving parents. Problems arise when it is 
the only option employed out of emotional reactivity rather than a proportionate, 
measured response from a loving heart. Our discipline should recognise the dignity 
of the child in our charge. We are told, “A child is not a horse or a dog to be 
ordered about according to your imperious will, or to be controlled under all 
circumstances by a stick or whip, or by blows with the hand (Child Guidance, 251). 
The reality is that whatever the form of discipline, be it loss of privileges; verbal 
correction; time outs; natural & logical consequences; chores etc, any form of 



discipline can become abusive if carried to extremes and administered outside of 
the context of a loving, grace-filled relationship.  
 
In addition to our moral responsibility, it is also important to bear in mind that in 
the UK it is unlawful for a parent or carer to smack their child, except where this 
amounts to ‘reasonable punishment’. However, physical punishment will be 
considered "unreasonable" if it leaves a mark on the child or if the child is hit with 
an implement such as a cane or a belt. Such legal restrictions are often viewed as 
the “Nanny State” trying to tell us how to raise our children and many feel 
justified in ignoring these stipulations with the rationalisation that, “We ought to 
obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). 
 
However, we need to be certain that we are, in fact, obeying God. Ellen White 
said it well when she commented, “In order to maintain . . . authority, it is not 
necessary to resort to harsh measures; a firm, steady hand and a kindness which 
convinces the child of your love will accomplish the purpose” (Child Guidance, 
283). 
 


