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Introduction
You Can Help Your Kids Learn  

and Love the Bible

Mom.” Erik’s tone from the backseat was serious. 
“Why does the Bible call Jonah a prophet and not 
a missionary?”

“I don’t know.” I’m seriously not up for this today. “Buddy, 
you’re three. Hey, look at that train! Doesn’t it have a lot of 
cars?”

“Whoo! Whoo!” My four- year- old, Forrest, was always down 
for counting train cars.

“Mom. Answer my question!” Erik could be very stern for 
a three- year- old.

“I’ll have to get back to you, okay?”
“Soon, Mom.”
Erik and I eventually decided that Jonah was both a mis-

sionary and a prophet, but the role of prophet in the Bible is a 
special and important one. So we just call Jonah a prophet. Kind 
of a prophet- trumps- missionary title. Also, Jonah’s mission 

_Cooley_HelpKidsLearnLoveBible_EC_wo.indd   9_Cooley_HelpKidsLearnLoveBible_EC_wo.indd   9 3/4/21   8:47 AM3/4/21   8:47 AM

Help Your Kids Learn and Love the Bible • Danika Cooley 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 used by permission



10

Introduction

activity was performed under duress. In fact, his missionary 
work was not terribly heartfelt.

That conversation, held in a minivan littered with toys, rai-
sins, and an odd shoe, was one of many Bible discussions I’ve 
had with my younger boys over the course of their lives. Both 
of my husband’s, Ed’s, older kids— whom I consider my own 
heart- children, and whom I raised from the ages of eight and 
ten— had moved on to adult life just months before the great 
Jonah debate. Though I grew up in church and in a Christian 
family, I’d come to know Jesus and to read the Bible only a 
couple years earlier, and I was making up this whole Christian- 
mom thing as I went along.

I was certain I needed to be intentional about teaching the 
gospel and reading the Bible to my children. I found a chil-
dren’s audio Bible on CD and played it at bedtime as the kids 
fell asleep. The boys loved it, and soon they took to regaling 
me with questions from their car seats as we ran our errands.

Then, they grew up.
“Erik. You can’t read the Bible at warp speed. I can barely 

even process the words as you say them; I know you can’t pro-
cess them!”

Erik rolled his eyes and slowed waayyy down as he pro-
nounced each syllable in the paragraph he was reading so slowly, 
I wondered if he would ever finish. I bit my lip and refrained 
from looking at my watch. Eventually, he’d get tired of this 
particular game. He did and resumed reading at a quick pace 
just below warp speed. I took my turn reading a paragraph, 
followed by Forrest. By the time we reached Erik again, he was 
asleep, his head nodding slowly toward his chest before jerking 
to a mostly alert position again.

My sweet little three- year- old Bible explorer has grown up to 
be a sincere sixteen- year- old athlete, artist, and musician. Erik 
is pushing six feet, and he eats pretty much whatever fruit or 
vegetable he can gain access to, no matter the time of day. Erik 

_Cooley_HelpKidsLearnLoveBible_EC_wo.indd   10_Cooley_HelpKidsLearnLoveBible_EC_wo.indd   10 3/4/21   8:47 AM3/4/21   8:47 AM

Help Your Kids Learn and Love the Bible • Danika Cooley 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 used by permission



Introduction

11

still loves Jesus, he knows the Bible, and yet through the years, 
we have had our struggles over Bible study— usually when he 
is exhausted from another strenuous basketball game followed 
by a late- night drive home.

My kids have not always loved my efforts to inject Scripture 
into their lives. My children— all four of them— are just like 
your children. We have good days, great days, and days the Lord 
grows my patience and perseverance.

Here’s the thing about helping our kids learn and love the 
Bible: It doesn’t have to be hard. Our kids learn about life and 
the world through exposure. Little people love what their adults 
love. When you introduce your small kids to Scripture from an 
early age, with enthusiasm, they will naturally want to know 
more about the wonderful book you delight in, the Jesus you 
adore, and the salvation in Christ that you treasure.

Older kids and teens want to be invited on a journey. They 
really do care about learning Scripture, about the God of the 
Universe, and about a right relationship with Jesus. As our 
children move toward adulthood, we may work harder to per-
suade them to join us in meeting God in his Word, but the 
effort is well worth our time. Through my years of parenting, 
I’ve been constantly surprised by what my kids absorb— even 
when they’re reading it at warp speed, followed by a power nap.

A legacy that means something

I’ve always thought Timothy is a nice name for a young man. 
It’s sincere, studious, and solid sounding. Indeed, Paul writes 
two letters to Timothy in the Bible, and in the second letter, he 
calls Timothy’s faith sincere.1 This is no small thing, to possess 
a sincere faith.

In fact, Paul valued Timothy’s faith so much that he took 
the young man along with him and Silas on an epic missionary 
tour, sharing the gospel with the Gentiles of Macedonia, now 
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modern- day Greece. Paul later installed Timothy as a pastor 
at the troubled church at Corinth, where Timothy served faith-
fully. When Paul was imprisoned in Rome, Timothy was there 
with him. Paul loved Timothy, calling him “my beloved child.”2

Timothy was already a follower of Christ when Paul met 
him in Lystra, in what is now Turkey. The Bible calls Timothy 
a disciple, and we learn that the local brothers- in- Christ spoke 
well of this young man, whose mother was Jewish and whose 
father was a Greek.3

It’s significant that Timothy’s father was Greek— likely 
pagan in his beliefs and worldview— and yet Paul encountered 
a fully converted, sold- out, Jesus- loving Timothy. This young 
man was loved and honored by his older brothers- in- Christ 
and was commended to the apostle Paul as a worthy fellow 
worker. As a mother of three boys— and of a girl whom I love 
very much—I would love nothing more than to hear that my 
young people were honored for their character and their faith 
in this way. For all my parenting worries, what I most want to 
hear is that my children are walking in the truth.4 I want my 
babies to grow up to love Jesus, to love his Word, and to grow 
the Kingdom of God.

It would seem logical that Paul’s beloved Timothy came to 
Christ while listening to another Christian young man share the 
good news of Jesus Christ in the synagogue in Lystra. Perhaps 
some of those men who spoke so highly of him would have 
taken him under their wing to disciple him in good, manly fel-
lowship. It would also not be surprising if Timothy—a biracial, 
bicultural child— had taken after his pagan father, abandoning 
the things of the Lord to follow the path that seemed right in 
his own eyes.

Yet none of that was true of Timothy. The sincere faith in 
Jesus that he grabbed hold of was first found in his grand-
mother, Lois, and in his mother, Eunice.5 Timothy was discipled 
by two women who were committed to Jesus and who loved 
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their little boy. These women left a legacy that has stretched 
over two millennia. They were just a mom and a grandma, not 
debaters skilled in rhetoric or learned scholars. But they took 
their Timothy to the Word of God. They led him to life— to 
Jesus— and shared with him God’s plan for salvation. Their 
Kingdom work, their place in history, was cemented through 
the eternal legacy left by a young man with a scholarly name 
and a sincere faith in the King of the Universe.

Biblical literacy is a thing

From the time they were tiny, my kids have known the musky- 
money smell of the carpeted bank lobby. They understand how 
to fill out deposit slips, and they’ve watched the banker count 
money onto the cold linoleum shelf. When they turn twelve, 
we open accounts for each of our children. Visiting the bank 
becomes their errand, their musky- money- smelling domain. 
That account we open is their money, saved from returning 
bottles and cans, doing extra chores, and maybe shaking out 
the couch cushions. Later, the account becomes a depository for 
money earned at work— real work with a paycheck that arrives 
with dollars- earned mysteriously funneled to some guy named 
FICA. This is how our children become financially literate.

My kids first learned about money when I took them with 
me on my own banking trips. As they neared adulthood, we 
handed more and more financial responsibility to our children, 
guiding and actively instructing them as they moved toward in-
dependence. Our journey with Scripture has been similar. Our 
children became familiar with the Bible as we included them 
in our own reading time. Just as interest compounds in their 
bank accounts, the act of storing up wisdom about the Lord 
of lords creates dividends in ways difficult for us to fathom.

When we talk about our kids being literate, we’re really talk-
ing about children who are educated systematically, progressing 
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from one stage to the next as they learn and develop. The 
knowledge they gain will be something they’re able to apply 
to their real lives. Consider this proverb: “An intelligent heart 
acquires knowledge, and the ear of the wise seeks knowledge.”6 
Or this one: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowl-
edge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.”7 It’s important 
that we share knowledge with our children both intentionally 
and systematically. It’s also vital for us to recognize that all 
wisdom starts with knowing God. How do we help our kids 
know the Lord’s voice? We take them to the Bible, and we read 
it with them.

We wreak all kinds of havoc in our lives when we don’t 
become literate in important areas. For example, as financial 
literacy has declined, people have stopped saving. Six out of 
ten Americans aren’t confident they could pay an unexpected 
one- thousand- dollar bill.8 That puts us at risk for serious con-
sequences in case of an emergency— even a minor one.

Likewise, biblical literacy has also been in jeopardy. If you 
put ten Americans in a room, only two will have read the Bible 
cover- to- cover at least once, and just one of those people at least 
twice.9 It’s difficult to profess literacy in a subject when you’ve 
read the underlying text only one time. If you have read only 
passages or sections of the founding text for a subject, like the 
other eight people in our room of ten Americans, well, then 
you can only claim a partial knowledge at best. God’s Word is 
a pretty important subject. It’s how we hear from God himself.

But I think you’re going to like this news. Our generation is 
rising up to disciple our kids. Nearly nine out of ten teens ages 
thirteen to seventeen identified the Bible as sacred literature.10 
Two out of three Protestant Christian teens in America read the 
Bible at least one time per week.11 Let’s home in on the super- 
important thing I want you to walk away with: Two- thirds of 
churchgoing teens read their Bible at least once a week. That’s 
huge. Massive. Amazing! God is moving in the up- and- coming 

_Cooley_HelpKidsLearnLoveBible_EC_wo.indd   14_Cooley_HelpKidsLearnLoveBible_EC_wo.indd   14 3/4/21   8:47 AM3/4/21   8:47 AM

Help Your Kids Learn and Love the Bible • Danika Cooley 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 used by permission



Introduction

15

generation of almost- adults. Our teens are getting it— wisdom 
is in the Bible, and they’ll find wisdom by reading God’s Word 
on a regular basis.

An economy that lasts forever

The longest chapter of the Bible is dedicated to exploring the 
wonder of God’s Word. At one point, it states: “I will never 
forget your precepts, for by them you have given me life.”12 A 
precept is a written guideline— it’s God’s direction to us.

God’s Word, the Bible, gives us life because it leads us to 
Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, the Alpha and 
the Omega, the beginning and the end. Jesus tells us: “Heaven 
and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.”13 
The words spoken by Jesus and recorded in the Bible are im-
portant. The rest of the text of Scripture, inspired by the Holy 
Spirit, is important too. It is vital that we share God’s Word 
with our kids.

I spent much of our children’s early years focused on feed-
ing and clothing them, educating them, checking on the books 
they were reading, and double- checking whether the windows 
were closed in the little boys’ second- story bedroom. I worked 
hard to be a good mom. Some of the things I worried about 
mattered, and others didn’t mean a thing in the long run, in 
the eternal economy of God’s Kingdom.

You also work hard to get it right, don’t you? As parents, we 
have so many concerns. Do our kids’ socks match? Have they 
done their daily reading? Are they squirreling food underneath 
their beds again?

But are we paying attention to what really matters? Ulti-
mately, as those who love Jesus, don’t we most want our children 
to find salvation in Christ? Eternal life is found only through 
Jesus, and Jesus gives us his written Word so that we will know 
him. It is his plan for our salvation.
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The part where God weighs in

When I read the books of the law, Genesis through Deuter-
onomy, I always think, I would never do that thing— where 
God frees me from slavery,14 parts the Red Sea,15 and I walk 
across the sea with my family, singing and dancing, praising 
God,16 and then I complain because three days later there’s 
only bitter water to drink, and I’m sure I’m going to die of 
thirst.17 I’d never completely disobey God by gathering more 
manna from heaven than he told me to, then be surprised 
when there were worms in its stinky rottenness the next 
morning.18

No, I’d be different. I’d be grateful to eat heaven- sent bread 
for forty years. Right? Maybe not. Because God blesses me in 
amazing ways all the time, and I seem to forget just as soon as 
I want to go to the grocery store but my month is longer than 
our budget. I grumble against what the Lord sovereignly gives 
me. I fret my kids won’t be cared for, that there will be danger 
in the land.

Because of my poor track record of consistently express-
ing my faith in God’s care, I wonder if I would have, maybe, 
been a little like the desert- bound Israelites. So when I read the 
passage to parents in Deuteronomy 6, I get nervous. Moses is 
giving final instructions to the Israelites before they head into 
the promised land. They had wandered in the wilderness for 
forty years due to their disobedience, and Moses is sentenced to 
die on top of Mount Nebo overlooking Canaan after he didn’t 
follow the Lord’s directions.19

He gives a long speech, divided into three parts, covering 
where Israel has been in their relationship with God, the way 
God wants his people to live now, and promises and curses 
for following or disobeying the Lord’s commands.20 Moses is 
talking about how to live in covenant with God when he ad-
dresses parents:
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Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your might. And these words that I com-
mand you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them 
diligently to your children, 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. You shall bind them as a sign on 
your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. 
You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on 
your gates.21

Wait a minute. I’m supposed to keep God’s Word in front 
of me all the time, as though it was actually bound physically 
to me? Well, no, but after the Babylonian exile, the Phari-
sees took this command literally and made jewelry out of tiny 
printed pieces of the Law, wearing them in public. But that’s 
a whole other topic. What this passage actually means is that 
we are supposed to meditate on God’s Word day and night, 
as we’re reminded in Joshua 1:8. Not only that, but we are to 
teach God’s Word diligently to our kids, talking about it at the 
dinner table, in the car, at bedtime, and at breakfast. In short,  
always.

That can seem daunting. But as that famous Nike motto 
goes, it’s a whole lot easier if we “just do it.” When we start 
reading God’s Word, it awakens a hunger in us. As we talk 
to our kids about the Bible, it’s easier to discuss in a natural 
context. Reading the Bible with our kids becomes a routine—a 
part of our day. Suddenly, we’re living out the words the Lord 
spoke through Moses in Deuteronomy 6. How amazing is that?

It’s our job as parents

Theologian Dr. Albert Mohler Jr., president of the Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, wrote,
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[Biblical ignorance] really is our problem, and it is up to this 
generation of Christians to reverse course. Recovery starts at 
home. Parents are to be the first and most important educators 
of their own children, diligently teaching them the Word of 
God. [See Deuteronomy 6:4–9.] Parents cannot franchise their 
responsibility to the congregation, no matter how faithful and 
biblical it may be. God assigned parents this non- negotiable 
responsibility, and children must see their Christian parents as 
teachers and fellow students of God’s Word.22

We are the generation that will educate our children in Scrip-
ture. It’s not enough to take our kids to church, Sunday school, or 
a Bible memorization club that meets once a week. None of these 
things are wrong. They can support our efforts to teach our chil-
dren to know and love the Bible. In fact, the author of Hebrews 
instructs us: “And let us consider how to stir up one another to 
love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the 
habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more 
as you see the Day drawing near.”23 Meeting together with other 
families to study God’s Word is good, noble, and commendable.

However, our kids aren’t going to learn the Word of God 
during an hour a week of fun instruction time. If you’ve ever 
volunteered to teach kids at church events, then you know there 
may be five to ten minutes of biblical instruction in a sixty- to 
ninety- minute period. Taking our children through the Bible 
is a precious job, entrusted to us by the all- knowing King of 
the Universe. We have the opportunity to steward our kids for 
Christ— to disciple and bring them up in the fear and knowl-
edge of the Lord. We can raise children with minds and hearts 
full of Scripture.

Be encouraged by what God spoke through the prophet Isaiah:

“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do 
not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and 
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sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall 
my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return 
to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and 
shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.”24

God’s Word never returns empty— or void, as the King James 
Version states. Rather, it accomplishes all the Lord wills it to 
do, and it prospers where he plants it. Sometimes as parents, 
we want to cast seed— to sow the gospel— only if we see that 
the ground is fertile, that the soil will bear fruit. We want our 
kids to be the right age, to show all the signs of readiness for 
God’s Word.

Yet our job is to cast seed, and to water the seed. The Lord 
brings the harvest. Paul asks,

What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom 
you believed, as the Lord assigned to each. I planted, Apollos 
watered, but God gave the growth. So neither he who plants nor 
he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.25

With just a little daily effort and prioritizing, you can study 
God’s Word as a family. You can plant and water gospel seeds 
in the hearts of your children. There’s really nothing more im-
portant you can do as a parent. God promises to bless our 
time in his Word, and we can pray and trust that he will bring 
a harvest in the lives of our kids, a hundred times greater than 
we can imagine.

We are #GenBible

When I was a new Christian, I worried about what my Kingdom- 
growing legacy would be. Sure, I served with our church and 
went to Bible study, but I wanted to do big things for my big God. 
I found relief in Paul’s first letter to the church at Thessalonica: 
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“Aspire to live quietly, and to mind your own affairs, and to 
work with your hands, as we instructed you, so that you may 
walk properly before outsiders and be dependent on no one.”26

I realized that raising my children to learn God’s Word— to 
recognize who God is, to understand his plan of salvation, and 
to live out his commands for us— is my purpose as a mom. 
My husband has led this effort, reminding me that our goal as 
parents is to love our kids and to lead them to Jesus. We show 
them God’s love through our actions and through his Word.

Ed and I are not the only parents committed to raising our 
children in God’s Word. For more than a decade now, I’ve 
been working to promote biblical literacy in families, and I’m 
touched by every personal story I hear from parents dedicated 
to reading through the Bible with their kids. They are setting 
aside time, learning how to teach the great story of Scripture, 
and working through concerns about navigating the Bible with 
little people and with teens.

In the Western church, reading the Bible book by book 
with children can be a countercultural activity. In other parts 
of  the world, reading the Bible to your kids can be danger-
ous. I’ve heard from underground believers who are training 
their children up in the Bible— leading their kids to the Giver 
of  Life through his Book. Why do they risk persecution in 
order to read God’s Word to their family? They truly believe 
the most important thing they can do as parents is introduce 
their kids to the Creator God by reading the Bible together. 
They want their kids to know and understand God’s plan 
for salvation. You believe it too, or you wouldn’t be holding 
this book.

The Lord is moving in this generation of families. Parents 
are quietly pulling their kids onto their laps, putting phones 
and tablets in a pile on the coffee table, and opening the Word 
of God. Children’s hearts are being discipled by the Master, 
directly through his precepts. We are Generation Bible— those 
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who love their kids and point them to Jesus through the careful 
and diligent study of his Word.

When we were first married more than two decades ago, 
my husband would say, “I don’t think we’re on the same page 
here.” I’d retort, “I’m not sure we’re in the same book!” If 
you are married with children, you and your spouse need to 
be on the same page— in the same book— with your view of 
Scripture. Grab some coffee, find a calm moment, and talk 
to your spouse about joining the quiet movement of parents 
who are raising their kids to know God’s Word. Discuss your 
collective commitment to reading the Bible with your kids 
each day. Talk about how that simple, radical act will impact 
life for your grandkids and for their children. How can you 
stir each other up to love and good works, as the author of 
Hebrews directs us to do? Be sure to thank the Lord together 
for your family and for his Word, and ask him to guide your 
steps.

Are you single with kids? Spend some time with a good friend 
or mentor— whomever you seek out about important spiritual 
life decisions— and talk about your desire to lead your kids 
to God through the Bible. Discuss how your support person 
can help you be accountable. Ask them to pray with you for 
strength, wisdom, and discernment as you begin. God is faith-
ful to equip his servants.

You can do this

Parenting is a series of choices. We choose how to react when 
our children perform well— and when they fail miserably. We 
design the lifestyle we will pass on one habit at a time, in diet, 
in exercise, in work and play, and in how we steward our money. 
We elect to pursue activities for our children long before they 
are conscious of choosing them on their own. Our training and 
discipleship of our family is profound.
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The impact we have on our families lasts not just through 
the lifetimes of our children, but through the lifetimes of their 
kids, and perhaps the generations to follow. When God is 
speaking— through the prophet Moses— of his promise to his 
chosen people, he says, “Know therefore that the Lord your 
God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast 
love with those who love him and keep his commandments, to 
a thousand generations.”27 Imagine the impact Timothy’s life 
had on so many in Europe— and now on us as readers of the 
Bible across the world. His faithful witness to Christ impacted 
many. Behind that witness stood two women, Lois and Eunice, 
willing to disciple him in the Word of God.

I can think of no greater pursuit than to teach the Bible to our 
kids. God has given us his written Word in order to give us life 
through the gospel and to help us know him better. Reading and 
studying Scripture with your kids is a life- giving activity with 
an immeasurable eternal impact on the people you love most.

As you read Help Your Kids Learn and Love the Bible, we’ll 
focus on being intentional in reading and memorizing the Bible 
as a family. We’ll go through a crash course on what the Bible is 
all about, how to understand it, and how to teach it. We’re also 
going to talk about Bible reading hacks you can use to make 
leading your family to God’s Word a daily household habit.

You can read through the Bible cover- to- cover as a family— 
not just once, but several times as your children grow up. God 
has equipped you for this task, and you’re ready for the chal-
lenge. Welcome to Generation Bible.
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PART ONEPART ONE

You’re the LeaderYou’re the Leader

It is a masterpiece of the devil to make us believe that 
children cannot understand religion. Would Christ have 
made a child the standard of faith if He had known that 
it was not capable of understanding His words?

D. L. Moody (1837–1899), evangelist

R eading the Bible together is an exciting journey your 
family is able and ready to take. Let’s talk about how to 
tailor Bible study to the age of your children, making it 

manageable for your family. We will look at how different ages 
learn and how to help your teens dig in to deeper study. We’re 
also going to talk about strategies to fit the Word of God into 
your family’s daily rhythm. Your family will develop a solid 
plan for your Bible reading time.
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11
Making the Bible Approachable 

for Your Kids

They say that when children are silent, it may be time to 
panic. That has certainly been the case with our chil-
dren. I never knew what I’d find them doing if I lost 

track of them. When Erik and Forrest were nine and ten years 
old, I was preparing their lunch on a Saturday afternoon. My 
husband was in the living room on our worn denim couch with 
his Bible on his lap, reference books and commentaries spread 
open around him like a fan.

“Hey! Have you seen the kids?” I moved through the kitchen, 
past Ed, peering out the French doors into the backyard. Ed 
sighed. “They’re in the house somewhere. You’d have heard 
them go out.” I wasn’t sure that was true. I ran to the front 
door, checking the lock. Erik had a penchant for taking him-
self for walks through our urban neighborhood. The door was 
deadbolted shut, so I rushed up our steep 1947 staircase to their 
bedroom. The LEGO city stood abandoned, a pirate minifigure 
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dangling from a thread strung between the general store and 
the top bunk of their bed. I examined the locks on the weird 
doors to the attics the house had hidden in the back of closets, 
thinking maybe the boys had discovered a portal to another 
world like the kids in C.S. Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew. 
Nothing. I called the boys by name as I ran down the stairs.

“We’re in here, Mom.” Their muffled voices filtered under 
the door directly in front of me. I took a breath and entered 
the bedroom that housed Tyson while he was home. Now that 
he was long- grown, we had turned the room into a library. 
The boys were there, nestled in our secondhand furniture, 
surrounded by amazing novels and interesting science picture 
books, their brand- new Bibles open on their laps.

“Uh . . . whatcha doing, guys?”
In all manner of little boy seriousness, they held up their 

Bibles. “I’m reading Obadiah, Mom.” Erik nodded his moppy 
nine- year- old head. Forrest’s eyes were wide and sparkling. 
“I’m reading Joel. Mom, there are so many locusts! What is a 
locust?”

I blinked. No one had entered an alternate universe via 
the attic. Instead, my young children were reading the minor 
prophets in their own Bibles, imitating their daddy in the next 
room over.

“So, a locust is like a big grasshopper.” I sat down on the 
couch next to Forrest. “They travel in huge groups and eat 
everything in sight. That’s a problem, because our food comes 
from plants, and a locust swarm can eat all the food, the trees, 
and the grass in just minutes.” Forrest’s eyes got wider. “But 
in the book of Joel— that’s a prophecy— there is symbolism. 
So the locusts probably also represent a big army.” Both boys 
nodded. That afternoon following lunch, their army of LEGO 
men ate the brick town, leaving no plastic pine tree untouched.

I remember this moment because normally, if  the kids were 
quiet on a Saturday afternoon, I would find them digging a 
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hole to China in the backyard— something they attempted a 
number of times— or wrestling angrily over a broken build-
ing in their LEGO town. Instead, I found them reading the 
Bible like Daddy. Sometimes the Lord uses small moments like 
these to encourage our hearts. The time we spend with our 
kids in the Bible leaves an indelible imprint on their hearts. 
God’s Word never returns void.1 I want you to be encouraged 
that the Holy Spirit can be trusted with your efforts to help 
your kids meet Jesus in his Word. You may not see the results 
immediately, but trust that the Lord is working in the lives of 
your children.

Let’s just be honest, shall we? Studying the Bible as a family 
can seem intimidating. As the developer of an at- home Bible 
survey curriculum for families, Bible Road Trip™,2 I get emails 
from parents who find reading the Bible with kids to be daunt-
ing. A lot of emails. Most of the time, these messages boil down 
to one of three issues. These concerns are truly valid, and they 
have real answers. As you embark on a Bible- reading journey 
with your children, you’re likely to ask these questions yourself. 
We don’t need to fret— these common queries about family 
Bible studies have answers, and we’ll go through them together.

“The Bible is too big to read with our kids”

I assigned David Copperfield to the boys while I was home-
schooling them through middle school. They spent about 
three weeks reading the novel during their literature time. I 
just asked my seventeen- year- old, Forrest, how long the book 
is, and without taking a breath he rattled off, “Eight hundred 
sixteen pages.” It was a memorable experience for him. The 
tome by Charles Dickens has an estimated 282,315 words. It’s 
a pretty big book! Even so, they covered it in about fifteen 
days of reading time— and they talk about the characters and 
themes all the time.
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The word count of the Bible varies by version, but it clocks in 
at a little over two and a half times longer than David Copper-
field. The New International Version contains 726,109 words, 
and the King James Version has 788,280 words.3

Let’s put that word count in perspective with children’s lit-
erature that’s a bit less hefty than, say, David Copperfield. If 
we add up the word count of the seven Chronicles of Narnia 
books by C.S. Lewis, To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, 
Black Beauty by Anna Sewell, Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan 
Swift, Adventures of  Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain, and my 
own historic young adult novel, When Lightning Struck!: The 
Story of  Martin Luther, you’ll be right around 787,478 words. 
That’s just below the word count for the King James Version 
of the Bible. It wouldn’t be out of line to ask a middle- grade 
student to read these twelve books in a school year, yet we balk 
at the size of the Bible.

Personally, I’ve read the Bible cover-to-cover in ninety days 
or less several times. While that’s not a task I would assign to 
my child, it certainly made reading the story of Scripture while 
looking for the main themes seem much more accessible to me.

You can read the Bible from Genesis to Revelation with 
your kids. Spread it over a three- year period, or just spend ten 
minutes in Scripture each day, and suddenly reading the Bible 
cover-to-cover is very doable.

“Reading the Bible is too hard for kids”

Another common objection parents have about reading the 
Bible with their children is that Scripture seems like it may be 
too difficult for their kids to understand. But there are a lot of 
Bible translations that are easy to read, so let’s just look at a 
quick sampling.

The New International Readers Version (nirv) and the Inter-
national Children’s Bible (icb) are both written at a third- grade 
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reading level.4 These translations are paraphrases, so while they 
stick to the main message of the original languages of the Bible, 
they may retell the story in a more modern, straightforward 
manner. When our preschoolers listened to the audio Bible 
at night, it was the ICB. Will your kindergartener understand 
absolutely everything in the ICB version? Probably not, but 
repeated exposure to God’s Word will allow her to absorb much 
of what is read, and to grow in understanding as she hears new 
words and concepts. With an emphasis on simple vocabulary 
and grammar, these versions may be very helpful when reading 
as a young family.

The New Living Translation (nlt) is written at a sixth- grade 
reading level.5 It’s a thought- for- thought translation, rather 
than a word- for- word rendering, making it less desirable for 
serious adult study, yet accurate in its portrayal of biblical con-
cepts. It can be a good version for reading aloud with your 
family.

At the seventh- grade level are the New International Version 
(niv) and the Holman Christian Standard Bible (hcsb). Both 
translations are a mixture of thought- for- thought and word- 
for- word translations.6 Many families choose these versions for 
their more modern language with uncompromised meaning.

In the word- for- word translation category, you’ll find ver-
sions that strive for accuracy and integrity to the original bibli-
cal language. The English Standard Version (esv) is rated grade 
eight.7 The New American Standard Bible (nasb) is eleventh- 
grade level with some out- of- date phrases modernized for clar-
ity. Finally, the King James Version (kjv) is a translation from 
1611— updated in 1769— and is written in older English. It is 
the most challenging to read, so it is rated at a twelfth- grade 
reading level.8

As you can see, the Bible is available in languages children 
can read on their own. When we’re reading aloud to kids, 
they can often understand and process a much higher level of 
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information. They won’t be working hard to sound out un-
familiar words, and we parents are available for explanation. 
Even if your family translation preference is above your child’s 
reading level, you can make it work for your kids as you come 
alongside them in their reading. Your children with learning 
disabilities can also successfully participate in family Bible time 
at the level they are able, even if that is just listening. God is 
always working in the hearts of our children, and he is not 
surprised by their challenges.

Sometimes, what parents mean when they say the Bible is 
too hard to read is that the theology of Scripture is challenging. 
While that may be true, we can work to explain and help our 
kids understand difficult concepts. There is value in tackling 
tough subjects like sin and salvation. It’s the way we help our 
kids mature in Christ.

“The Bible is too edgy to read to my kids”

Parents agree: There are some truly tough subjects in the Bible. 
Theology is worth wrestling through, but what about all the 
sexual content, violence, slavery, and distasteful stuff we just 
don’t want to cover with our kids? Judges 19— the chapter 
about the Levite and his concubine— is, in my opinion, one of 
the most painful sections in the Bible. It makes my heart hurt 
every time I read it.

Paul answers our question about whether the Bible is ap-
propriate in a passage he writes to Timothy: “All Scripture is 
breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man 
of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.”9 That 
is absolutely true. All of Scripture is valuable.

Yet not all is necessary for little hearts to wade through as 
they are first learning to read the Bible. In my opinion, it is ac-
ceptable to skip parts of the Bible as you read through it with 
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your younger children. We certainly waited to present the story 
of the poor, abused concubine until our kids were in middle 
school. With our kindergartners, we skipped the more mundane 
sections of the Bible like the detailed genealogies. We didn’t 
read Song of Solomon until high school.

As for sexual content that wasn’t graphic or an example of 
the abject depravity of man, we just explained— in a matter- of- 
fact way— that God has a plan for sex within marriage, that it 
is a very special gift to married couples, and that babies come 
from sex. Sex is a wonderful thing that has rules— just like all 
of God’s gifts. We taught our elementary- aged kids that rape 
is a terrible way that men who don’t love God sometimes hurt 
women. For our very small children, we skipped Dinah’s and 
Tamar’s stories and others that would introduce the subject 
front and center.

The Bible, especially the historical books, often introduces 
stories factually, just telling them outright. That doesn’t mean 
that these narratives are prescriptive— we aren’t to follow every 
example set by biblical figures. Often, we see the terrible pain 
caused by the sin and selfishness of people in the Bible. Slavery, 
for example, is clearly a grave injustice. There are different 
kinds of slavery. Often, slavery in the Bible was due to debt and 
allowed bondservants a great deal of freedom and an escape 
from starvation in a society without social nets. Biblical prison-
ers of war, on the other hand, suffered terribly. In the book of 
Philemon, Paul calls the runaway slave Onesimus his child,10 and 
presses Philemon for his freedom. I love Isaiah 42:6–7, where 
God is talking about the coming Messiah, Jesus:

“I am the Lord; I have called you in righteousness;
 I will take you by the hand and keep you;
I will give you as a covenant for the people,
 a light for the nations,
 to open the eyes that are blind,
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to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon,
 from the prison those who sit in darkness.”

The gospel is a message of freedom— from sin, bondage, 
addiction, and more. One day those who follow Jesus will be 
free. In the case of Onesimus, Paul petitioned Philemon for 
freedom right here on earth. When we read tough things in the 
Bible with our kids, we want to be certain we are giving them 
a view from the whole of Scripture.

There are subjects in Scripture that are difficult to read and 
comprehend— they’re downright edgy. That doesn’t mean we 
can’t do the hard work with our kids to help them understand 
the Bible. But it also doesn’t mean our small people need to hear 
all of the Bible at once. We can read through Scripture cover 
to cover with our teens, yet selectively omit sections for our 
younger kids. We can work to explore tough subjects with our 
middle- grade and teen children, making sure we truly under-
stand God’s heart for his people.

That time they lost God’s Word

It’s hard to imagine losing God’s Word today, isn’t it? I mean, 
at least here in our comfy developed world, where reading the 
Bible isn’t a crime. But in the days of the kings of Judah, the 
written Word of God got lost. Not lost like where- did- I- set- 
my- keys- down missing, but more of a grandpa- lost- the- family- 
jewels kind of lost. You see, 230-some years after the nation of 
Israel split into the kingdoms of Israel and Judah while King 
Solomon’s son Rehoboam was ruling, King Hezekiah’s son 
Manasseh was crowned ruler of Judah. He was just twelve, 
and he didn’t love the Lord. In fact, Manasseh was a terrible, 
evil king who led the Judeans into horrific, corrupt acts. He 
built places to worship the false gods Baal and Asherah, and 
he bowed down and worshiped the sun, moon, planets, and 
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stars. Manasseh worshiped these idols in every way forbidden 
by God— with fortune- telling, omens, mediums, and necro-
mancers, even sacrificing his son as a burnt offering. Then he 
placed a wooden statue of Asherah in God’s temple.11 It was a 
bad scene. Somewhere in those years of national wickedness, 
the Book of the Law was lost inside the temple. Manasseh was 
eventually captured by the Assyrians, taken to Babylon, and 
humbled before God. He repented, and the Lord forgave him, 
returning Manasseh to his throne in Judah.12

Even with Manasseh’s repentance, we can probably assume 
he wasn’t a faithful, God- fearing father. When his son Amon 
took the throne at the age of twenty- two, his two- year rule was 
a mess. Amon was an evil king like Manasseh, and he worshiped 
idols until his servants assassinated him. The people of Judah 
killed Amon’s followers and put eight- year- old Josiah on the 
throne.13

Josiah loved God, and by the time he was twenty- six, he had 
Hilkiah the high priest cleaning up and repairing the temple. 
That’s when Hilkiah found the Book of the Law. What a sur-
prise that must have been. Josiah’s secretary read the Law— 
likely the book of Deuteronomy— aloud to Josiah. That’s 
when the godly king realized he wasn’t keeping God’s law in 
his kingdom, even though he desired to do so. He sent his men 
to consult a prophetess, and then he gathered together “all the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem and the priests and the prophets, all 
the people, both small and great,”14 and read to them the Book 
of the Law. The people of Judah promised to follow God and 
keep his commands.

When the Bible says Josiah gathered all of the inhabitants 
both small and great, it reminds me of the time Ezra gathered 
“a very great assembly of men, women, and children”15 to con-
fess their collective sin, as the remnant of God’s people had 
intermarried with idol worshipers. Later, Ezra again gathered 
“all the people . . . both men and women and all who could 
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understand what they heard”16 as he read the Book of the Law 
of Moses aloud, just as the Lord commanded Israel. The chil-
dren of God’s people weren’t shuffled off to a special program 
so their grown- ups could hear the Bible read. They were pres-
ent, soaking up God’s Word, and learning what was expected 
of faithful followers of God.

I love Psalm 119, which at 176 verses is the longest psalm— 
and the longest chapter— in the Bible. This lengthy musical 
poem to the Lord speaks of learning and loving God’s instruc-
tions, will, decisions, commands, laws and rules, and his Word. 
One of my favorite parts comes from the beginning of the Beth 
stanza:

How can a young man keep his way pure?
 By guarding it according to your word.
With my whole heart I seek you;
 let me not wander from your commandments!
I have stored up your word in my heart,
 that I might not sin against you.17

Isn’t that a wonderful promise? When our young people 
guard their way according to God’s Word, their path can be 
kept pure. When they seek God with their whole heart, they 
will not wander from his commandments. They can store up 
his Word in their hearts— through Scripture memorization 
and regularly reading the Bible— and they will be loath to sin 
against the God they know.

Start today

We still have a lot to cover about teaching the Bible to your kids, 
but you can get started right away. First, decide what translation 
you’d like to read as a family. Remember that your kids will 
learn to understand the version you choose, with some help 

_Cooley_HelpKidsLearnLoveBible_EC_wo.indd   34_Cooley_HelpKidsLearnLoveBible_EC_wo.indd   34 3/4/21   8:47 AM3/4/21   8:47 AM

Help Your Kids Learn and Love the Bible • Danika Cooley 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 used by permission



Making the Bible Approachable for Your Kids

35

from you. Consider investing in a copy of the Bible for each 
child. Most versions have a variety of paperback texts avail-
able to choose from. There are children’s illustrated copies, 
brightly colored fun versions, and teen study Bibles. Our kids 
have adult study Bibles. They love the maps and diagrams, as 
well as the commentary.

Next, read a chapter of Proverbs to your family tonight. Is 
it the fifth of October? Read Proverbs 5. Is it April 19? Read 
Proverbs 19. Reading just one chapter of Proverbs will take 
you all of three minutes—I timed it. Factor in time for getting 
everyone in one place at one time, praying together, and picking 
out a one- verse proverb to explain to your children, and your 
time investment is ten minutes. Commit to spending that time 
bringing your family to Jesus today.

We’ve just talked about whether the Bible is too edgy for your 
kids. It’s not. However, the Holy Spirit inspired the writers of 
Proverbs to use the metaphors of the wise woman versus the 
foolish woman. The foolish woman often preys on the godly 
man and is alternately called an adulteress or a prostitute. How 
do you deal with that imagery with your kids?

In our family, we explained God’s plan for marriage to our 
kids early. We also told them sexual sin is anything outside of 
God’s plan, though we didn’t elaborate beyond that explana-
tion. When we read about the foolish woman, we talked about 
how she represents that sexual sin. We have to look out for 
people who will lead us astray. Proverbs also talks about the 
sluggard, the wicked man, and the scoffer. We must be on guard 
against those who would harm us. We also must remain alert, 
looking for the sin at the door to our own hearts.

Our kids don’t need elaborate explanations about sexual 
sin. They just need the basic facts about God’s plan for mar-
riage. If we don’t teach them about God’s design, someone else 
will. The earlier and more straightforward the explanation we 
provide, the better.
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The Bible is appropriate for your children

In his book Let the Children Worship, Pastor Jason Helopoulos 
discusses a passage from the book of Joel— the minor prophetic 
book with all the locusts. The prophet calls God’s people to-
gether in order to corporately repent. Helopoulos writes:

He calls worshipers out. Blow the trumpet, assemble the people, 
and worship. Who constitutes a worshiper in this called out as-
sembly? Only elders? Only men? Only adults? Joel commands, 
“Consecrate the congregation; assemble the elders, gather the 
children, even nursing infants. Let the bridegroom leave his 
room, and the bride her chamber” ( Joel 2:16). Joel calls all 
the covenant people of God, including children, even nursing 
babes, to assemble in worship as the covenant people before 
their covenant- keeping God.18

One of the primary purposes of a worship service is to read 
the Bible out loud to God’s people. Paul instructs Timothy: 
“Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scrip-
ture, to exhortation, to teaching.”19 We see examples of children 
in the congregation hearing the Word of the Lord throughout 
Scripture. The Bible does not say, “Just wait until your kids 
are old enough to hear God’s Word.” Rather, the Bible tells us: 
“Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them 
up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.”20

The time is right to read the Bible with our kids. We can 
trust God with our children’s hearts. His Word is not only ap-
propriate for their souls, it’s necessary. We can daily raise our 
children up in the fear and admonition of the Lord. For right 
now, read your daily Proverbs chapter with your kids and start 
thinking about your family’s daily and weekly rhythm— the 
activities you engage in on a regular basis.
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