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Foreword

by Sean McDowell

Being a father is tough business. While I love being a dad, I often 
find myself wanting to scream and pull my hair out and say, “I 

didn’t sign up for this!” And yet I wouldn’t trade it for the world.
My wife and I aim to be the best parents we can be, but when I’m 

at a loss, I often find myself wondering, WWJD? I don’t mean “What 
Would Jesus Do?” It would be nice to have a direct line to Jesus on 
parenting, but the reality is he had very little to say about how to be 
a good dad. In fact, what he did say is quite controversial (for exam-
ple, Luke 14:26).

By WWJD, I mean “What Would Josh Do?” Now, as my dad 
admits right at the beginning of this book, since he was a traveling 
speaker, my mom was more present in our daily lives than he was. Yet 
my parents were—and still are—a great team. I don’t mean to imply 
they were perfect. That’s certainly not the case. Dad made many mis-
takes, as he says in chapter 1. And by all sociological measurements, 
his life should be a wreck because of his terrible upbringing. (More 
about that in a minute.)

Despite his shortcomings, though, my dad gave us kids the love, 
direction, and boundaries we needed. And I hope to instill the same 
in my own three kids.

That’s why I appreciate this book. It’s not a simple list of do’s and 
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10 Commitments for Dads12

don’ts for dads that guarantees kids will turn out right, as if parent-
ing were like baking a cake or planning a vacation (of course, we 
all know vacations don’t always turn out as planned either!). We all 
know it’s not that simple. Rather, this book is filled with examples of 
successes and failures from my dad’s experiences, seasoned by bibli-
cal truth and including some practical steps as well.

One of the things I appreciate most about my father is how vul-
nerable he has been regarding the struggles in his own life. He con-
tinues that honesty in this book. Even though I had heard the stories 
about his alcoholic father, his broken family, and the sexual abuse, 
I’m not sure I fully realized how difficult it was until we were sit-
ting down for dinner at a recent family gathering. Mom was shar-
ing funny stories about her childhood, and my sister asked Dad to 
share one from his life. After an awkward pause he said, “I don’t have 
any good memories at all.” For some reason when he said that, it hit 
me harder than ever before. My dad couldn’t even think of one good 
family memory. My heart was broken. 

And yet there we were, decades after his childhood, with a close, 
loving family. How did this happen?

If you’re wondering about the answer to that question, then this 
book is perfect for you. If anything, it’s testimony that God can 
redeem even the most broken and dysfunctional family. Whether 
you’re a new dad trying to function on minimal sleep or you’ve been 
parenting for years, you will find both hope and direction in 10 Com-
mitments for Dads. Enjoy!

Sean McDowell
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1

What’s a Dad to Do?

It felt like hours. I couldn’t stop pacing. Dottie had been in the deliv- 
  ery room longer than I’d expected.

Back then there were no Lamaze classes and husbands weren’t 
allowed to be a part of the birthing process with their wives in the 
hospital delivery room. Expectant dads were relegated to a waiting 
room to pace the floor. So that’s what I was doing.

Finally they wheeled Dottie out of the delivery room holding an 
eight-pound, two-ounce baby girl. Once we got into the hospital 
room Dottie handed her to me. As I held Kelly my knees went weak. 
It dawned on me that now I was actually a father, but I didn’t have 
a clue about fathering.

I wasn’t really trained to be a father, and most of us aren’t. It’s nat-
ural to be running scared. Then when you look around and see the 
culture our kids face, you get petrified. Most of the values today’s cul-
ture embraces are almost the opposite of what you want your kids 
to embrace. Kids are getting into drugs, alcohol, and sex at an ear-
lier and earlier age. You read about the bullying, violence, and sui-
cide that is happening among kids and it’s cause for alarm. What’s 
a dad to do?

How Did You Do It, Josh?
Many people know my childhood story. I was the son of the town 

drunk. He was abusive to my mother, kept drunk most of the time, 
and more or less ignored me. I never remember hearing my dad 

Copyrighted material



10 Commitments for Dads14

ever say he loved me. I guess I feared that my dysfunctional child-
hood would somehow carry over into my own family, so I was run-
ning scared.

I’ve had people come up to me and ask, “How’d you do it, Josh?” 
They see my four adult children—Kelly, Sean, Katie, and Heather—
and wonder what we did to raise up such faithful Christian adults, 
now married and raising great families of their own. It appears that 
we did something right. I’d like to think we did all the right things, 
but we didn’t. Frankly, I blew it a lot, but I kept at it. This book is a 
distilling of the commitments I made to God, myself, and my family 
in order to raise my kids to honor their parents and God. But before 
we walk through those commitments, let’s tee them up—put them 
in the proper context.

1. A Dad Isn’t Really Complete Without the Mom
My kids are where they are today relationally, spiritually, emo-

tionally, and so on thanks largely to my wife, Dottie. I didn’t default 
on my responsibility as a dad. I took it very seriously. The truth 
is, though, Dottie was the constant presence in their lives lovingly 
instructing them, guiding them, and being there for them. I have 
been a traveling speaker all my adult life, so I was away a lot. Dot-
tie made the big difference in how she supported me in my father-
ing role. She became the complementary eyes and ears and heart I 
needed. She could see things I couldn’t. I needed her perspective. She 
could hear the tone of a voice—a tone I struggled to fully under-
stand. I needed her insights. She could feel things with the heart that 
I couldn’t quite sense. I needed her sensitivity. Reality was, my chil-
dren’s mother completed their dad.

I suspect that many moms are reading this book right now. Most 
books are read by women. First, I encourage you to urge your hus-
band to read it. Second, be there for him as he attempts to embrace 
the 10 Commitments for Dads. He needs your support, encour-
agement, respect, acceptance, comfort, approval, and appreciation 

Copyrighted material



What’s a Dad to Do? 15

throughout the process. You have a perspective on, insight into, and 
sensitivity to life and relationships he needs. That is the way God put 
us together. He has given each of us insights and abilities that the 
other needs, just like he has with his body, the church. “We are all 
parts of his one body,” the apostle Paul said, “and each of us has dif-
ferent work to do. And since we are all one body in Christ, we belong 
to each other, and each of us needs all the others” (Romans 12:5 nlt).

Dad, look to your wife. You need her perhaps more than you 
realize in order to be an effective father. If your wife isn’t reading this 
book, ask her to read it with you and help you be the father you want 
to be and the one God intends. Mom, you’re a vital part of this pro-
cess with your husband. Help him. He needs you in a big way.

If you’re a single dad, don’t be discouraged. Sure, it’s tougher 
without your kids’ mom being there with you. If you have an ex, 
do your best to live at peace with her, and make the best out of a 
less-than-ideal situation for the sake of the kids as much as possi-
ble. Latch onto another Christian couple within your church. As I 
said above, we as the body of Christ “belong to each other, and each 
of us needs all the others” (Romans 12:5 nlt). Ask them for help. 
Another couple can even read this book with you and give you added 
insights and support. Successfully raising children isn’t to be done in 
isolation. God intended us to be there for one another to fulfill our 
responsibilities to each other and to our kids.

2. Make the Most of   Your Time
My situation was probably different than yours. As I said, I have 

been a traveling speaker practically all my life. That means I was gone 
from home a lot. The downside of that is that I wasn’t with my kids 
like I wanted to be. The upside was that it caused me to make the 
most of my time.

You may not realize it, but before you know it your kids will be 
out of your home and on their own. Time is flying by at lightning 
speed. The recurring theme among dads who are lamenting their 
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disconnected relationship with their college-age kids now is, “I didn’t 
take enough time with them when they were young.”

The psalmist had it right: “Teach us to make the most of our 
time, so that we may grow in wisdom” (Psalm 90:12 nlt). I learned 
that when I was home I needed to pack in practically every waking 
moment with my kids. I wanted to make my time count. And when 
I did go on the road I would write my kids and call them. I wanted 
to be sure I was a presence in their lives even when I was away.

Make every day count. Be there for your kids. Be intentional 
about it. Put them in your schedule like a business appointment if 
you have to—just don’t let time get away without being there for 
them.

3. Don’t Underestimate Your Influential Role as a Dad
Recently a dad came up to me and said, “Josh, I simply can’t com-

pete. My kids are inundated by the media—iPhone, iPad, iTunes, 
texting, tweeting, e-mail, the Internet, movies, school, everything. 
They’re learning everything from everyone but me. I don’t stand a 
chance!”

A lot of dads feel that way, but they’re dead wrong. With all of 
today’s media and all the distractions your kids face, you are still the 
most important and most influential figure in your child’s life.

A national online study shows that 45 percent of young people 
consider their parents to be their role models.  1 I suspect you thought 
today’s musical sensations or young movie stars or sports celebri-
ties were your kids’ role models. But they’re not. Other studies show 
that 32 percent of today’s kids look to their friends and just 15 per-
cent looked to celebrities for guidance and inspiration.  2 In fact, the 
studies show that even until your child reaches 25 years of age, the 
greatest influence on his or her behavior will be the loving, close 
relationship with you, the father.  3 Researchers at the University of 
Florida recently stated that “the good news is that most teens ARE 
listening to what parents are saying despite what they [the parents] 
think.”  4
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Let’s say your kids are listening, even though it seems at times 
they’re not. Do you know what you want to say? Do you know what 
it is that you want for your kids—what you want to specifically instill 
in them?

4. Know What You Truly Want for Your Kids
You have probably heard it said, “A man who aims at nothing will 

always hit it.” Or, “A man who doesn’t know where he’s going will 
always get there.” That’s true with parenting too. If we as dads don’t 
know what it is we want to impart to our kids we are not likely to 
impart much at all.

We need to know where we are leading our kids or we can’t very 
well get them there. Do you know what you want for your kids? 
Think about that for a second. When it comes right down to it, what 
do you want for that child you so dearly love?

You could probably come up with a lot of answers. But let’s pose 
that same question to God. What does the Creator God who loves 
you so very much want for you? Some might think all he really wants 
is for you to follow his commandments—to serve and obey. Is that 
all you want from your kids—to do what you say? Children are com-
manded in Scripture to obey their parents, and God certainly wants 
you to obey him. But there is something more basic than that. God 
does want obedience, but for a very good reason.

Jesus had taught his followers all the laws of Moses. He wanted 
them to be devoted to him and the commands of Scripture. Yet he 
shared the bottom line of why he really wanted their devotion—and 
it applies to each of us too. He said, “I have told you this so my joy 
may be in you and that your joy may be complete” (   John 15:11 niv). 
That is what God wants for his children—to be filled with joy. That’s 
what we want for our children too. We want to see them happy. We 
want them to enjoy life, be protected from harm, and become indi-
viduals with a sense of meaning, purpose, and fulfillment. And most 
of us probably believe that doing what is right will produce a life of 
joy. And we have good reason to believe that.
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King David and his own son King Solomon wrote,

Joyful are people of integrity, who follow the instruc-
tions of the Lord. Joyful are those who obey his laws 
and search for him with all their hearts (Psalm 119:1-2 
nlt).

Make me walk along the path of your commands, for 
that is where my happiness is found (Psalm 119:35 nlt).

This is my happy way of life: obeying your command-
ments (Psalm 119:56 nlt).

My child, listen to what I say, and treasure my com-
mands. Tune your ears to wisdom, and concentrate on 
understanding… Then you will understand what is right, 
just and fair, and you will find the right way to go. For 
wisdom will enter your heart, and knowledge will fill 
you with joy. Wise choices will watch over you. Under-
standing will keep you safe (Proverbs 2:1-2,9-11 nlt).

Don’t we as dads want our kids to realize that lasting joy in life is 
in understanding that God has given them a “right way to go” and 
the wisdom to make the right moral choices in life? We want them 
to mature into young men and women who can stand strong in the 
face of a hostile culture. Before they leave home we want to instill 
into them the kind of values and perspective about God and life that 
will give them a fighting chance to accomplish just that. 

Again, that is what this book is all about. We want to journey 
together with you through 10 Commitments that can help you lead 
your kids to a life full of joy by helping them accomplish at least 
seven things in life before leaving home: 

1. form a right relationship with God
2. develop healthy relationships with others
3. have a healthy self-image
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4. resist sexual pressure
5. be a person of integrity
6. develop deepened convictions
7. know how to handle success and cope with failure

If your kids learn to accomplish those seven things their joy will 
be complete—and so will yours.

5. Your Commitments: More than Mere Interest, Yet Less than 
Solid Guarantees

Let me say this up front—there are no perfect dads in this world. 
You will not be able to keep the 10 Commitments listed in this book 
perfectly. You can even have perfect intentions to keep these com-
mitments, yet you may not always live up to them. Any commit-
ments you make to God, yourself, or your children should come 
from a deep longing and desire to fulfill them. But being human 
means you are imperfect. 

Your commitments then are your heartfelt attempts to endeavor 
to always fulfill them and to earnestly strive to keep them. That 
means the commitments you make are not mere intentions or hap-
hazard want-to’s—they are more than that. Yet they are less than 
solid guarantees. With that in mind I am challenging you to make 
and do your best to fulfill these 10 Commitments for Dads. 

As a Christian father you want your kids to be prepared for the 
hostile culture they will face. You are probably seeking to raise them 
up to live God-honoring lives filled with joy and happiness. You 
undoubtedly want to lead them to accomplish the seven things listed 
above. If so, you are ready for the challenge—a commitment to do 
your best to

1. always speak the truth in love
2. be responsible to your kids rather than for them
3. be an authentic (not perfect) model
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4. explain who God is and what he is like
5. instill a love of self that is unselfish
6. impart God’s way of forming healthy love relationships
7. instruct on how to know right from wrong
8. teach how to honor God’s design for sex
9. present why we believe what we believe

10. foster a heart of gratitude

In the pages that follow we will take a journey together to explore 
how you can fulfill these 10 Commitments. Now that doesn’t mean 
your children will turn out perfectly. No matter how perfect a dad 
you might be or how diligent you are to raise them up to love God, 
themselves, and others, they are the ones who make the final deci-
sion on the path they take. You can’t make their choices for them. 
You can simply provide them the right foundation, a healthy model, 
and the training to choose the right path.

Passing your faith and values on to your kids isn’t done in a week-
end camping trip or six-week home Bible study. It happens by impart-
ing these truths in the day-to-day, week-by-week, month-by-month 
interactions with your kids. It is about imparting certain truths about 
God and life and love and relationships very intentionally.

Moses told the children of Israel that they must love the Lord 
with all their hearts, soul, and strength and obey God’s command-
ments. And then he said, 

Repeat them again and again to your children. Talk 
about them when you are at home, and when you are 
on the road, when you are going to bed and when you 
are getting up (Deuteronomy 6:7-8 nlt). 

Do you get the idea that this was a continual process? It was 
then—and it still is a continual process for us today.
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