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How do you help your children make wise choices? How do you give 
your teenagers freedom to make their own choices while still providing a 
guiding hand? How do you invest your time and energy in ways that make 
an eternal difference in your children’s lives?

Walt Mueller delivers the goods in 99 Thoughts for Parents of 
Teenagers, a no-holds-barred look at the good, bad, and ugly 
aspects of parenting teenagers. Drawing on his experience as a 
parent of four children who have passed through their teenage 
years, Walt shares wisdom, thoughts, insights, and suggestions 
for making the teenage years count.

If you’re a parent, you’ll want to read, devour, and absorb 
the dynamic truths in this book. And if you’re a youth 
worker, you’ll want to get this book into the hands of 
parents in your ministry to guide them, encourage them, 
and give them insights on fulfilling God’s great call to raise 
children who pursue a Jesus-centered life.
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introduction

Once upon a time, I was the perfect parent—and then I got 
married and had kids. As time went on and our kids grew, I 
learned more and more about the realities of being a parent. I 
also realized how much I didn’t know. I know I’m not alone. It’s 
out of these realizations, my 27 years of experience as a parent 
of four kids (15 of those years spent parenting teenagers), and 
my years of work with parents and teenagers through the Center 
for Parent/Youth Understanding (cpyu.org) that this little book 
has been birthed.

But before you start reading, there are some more things you 
need to know about this book and me.

First, even though my name is on the cover, I’m not the only 
one who has “written” the words you’ll find on the pages that 
follow. More than anything else, this is the result of a parenting 
collaboration with my wife, Lisa. Everything you read was 
learned, discussed, and thought about together over the course of 
our years as parents. Some of it we learned by studying the Bible, 
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God’s Word. Some we learned in the classroom of experience. 
Some we learned just by living with kids. Other things were 
learned through our interactions with other parents and in the 
company of friends. In many ways, I’m just the guy who put the 
words on paper.

Second, we are painfully aware of the fact that we don’t have it 
all figured out. If you picked this book up hoping to find fool-
proof advice from parenting experts who have it all together, 
you’re going to be very, very disappointed. Lisa and I are the first 
to say that we’re “fellow strugglers” on this incredibly rewarding 
and sometimes frustrating journey of raising and relating to 
teenagers. The roof on our house covers a life-lab where many 
mistakes have been made by dad and mom. Thankfully, God 
is a God of great mercy and grace who uses our faults and 
shortcomings to do his work—in spite of who we are.

Third, we want to be transparent and honest. You need to know 
that we’ve had ups and downs in our parenting journey. Much 
of what you read has come out of our struggles to go deeper 
in our knowledge of God, our knowledge of ourselves, and our 
knowledge of who we are to be as parents. By the way, we’re still 
in process on all those things!

Fourth, what you read is intended to be hope-filled. My desire is 
that no matter where you are in the parenting journey, you will 
find great hope and encouragement in the words you read. In 
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many ways, I’ve simply passed on words that we’ve found helpful 
as parents of teenagers.

Finally, the little book you hold in your hands isn’t anywhere 
near exhaustive. Think of it as a starter collection of thoughts 
that will help and encourage you along the way. I realize that 
I’ve probably left a lot out. There’s so much more to parenting 
teenagers. My hope is that what you read here will whet your 
appetite in ways that will motivate you to go deeper by learning 
more.

A quick suggestion: Perhaps the best way to read this book is 
twice. Take some time to sit down and read it from cover to 
cover to get the big picture. Then go through it a second time, 
focusing on reading, pondering, and discussing one thought a 
day—prayerfully considering how God might be prompting you 
to work out and apply that thought in your home. 

My prayer for you is that God would bless you as he parents 
you while you parent your teenagers. And may God use this 
little collection of thoughts to bear great fruit in the life of your 
family!

—Walt Mueller
Husband, father, fellow struggler, and founder and president of the Center for 

Parent/Youth Understanding (cpyu.org)





5

TEENAGERS ARE A BLESSING, NOT 
A CURSE.

I will never forget the overwhelming wonder and amazing joy 
I felt when my first child (and all three since) was born. “I’m 
not worthy! What did I do to deserve this?” is what I cried out 
to God in gratitude for this great gift. Shortly thereafter, our 
daughter became a teenager. During my weaker moments, the 
challenges, confrontations, and difficulties sometimes left me 
asking God, “What have I done to deserve this?” Then I was 
reminded of Solomon’s wise and truthful words: Don’t you see 
that children are God ’s best gift? the fruit of the womb his generous 
legacy? Like a warrior’s f istful of arrows are the children of a vigorous 
youth. Oh, how blessed are you parents, with your quivers full of 
children! (Psalm 127:3-5 The Message). Whether God graces you 
with easy parenting times or strengthens you during difficult 

The Non-
Negotiables
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parenting times, those children God gave you were gifts on the 
day they were born—and that hasn’t changed! They still are. 

GOD PARENTS YOU WHILE YOU 
PARENT YOUR CHILDREN.

Here’s something that at first glance might be a scary thought 
for Christian parents: The Bible speaks from beginning to end 
about the presence and benefits of suffering. Dear brothers and 
sisters, when troubles come your way, consider it an opportunity for 
great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance 
has a chance to grow. So let it grow, for when your endurance is fully 
developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing ( James 
1:2-4). The teenage years bring difficulty for both teenagers and 
their parents. As a result, we can experience the joy of going 
deeper with God and depending on him during the challenges 
of adolescence. We’ve learned that the harder the difficulty, the 
deeper God is taking us. God wants us at the place where we 
drop our arms to our sides, look to him in desperation, and then 
confess, “OK, Lord, I’ve got nothing.” Suffering is a process God 
uses to refine our children and us into his image and likeness. 
If we had to do it all over again as parents, would we change 
the circumstances that led us to suffering and helplessness? 
Absolutely not! It’s been a gift that’s taken us deeper in our 
dependence on him.

2
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YOU’RE STILL IMPORTANT. 

“Home is where the heart is.” That cliché is a great descriptor 
of the way a little child’s life revolves around family and home. 
Then the teenage years arrive and something begins to change. 
Because they are now growing up, teenagers begin the process of 
disengaging from the kind of ties they’ve had with you as they 
begin to focus more and more time on building relationships 
with their peers. Even though the shift is normal, it can be 
quite painful to watch your children trade family time for friend 
time. These new relationships with friends serve as a bridge 
between the dependence of childhood and the independence of 
adulthood. But never, never, never forget this fact: You are still 
vital! Research and observation have shown that we must remain 
engaged and available to our children. Teenagers whose parents 
are absent from their lives as a result of choice or circumstance 
are teenagers who hurt deeply. You are important and significant 
in their lives!

 
GUESS WHAT? YOU’VE GOT 
FAULTS...AND THEY NOW KNOW IT!  

Remember what it was like when you figured out that your 
parents weren’t the perfect, all-powerful, and all-knowing people 

The Non-Negotiables
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that you once naively believed they were? If it hasn’t happened 
already, your children will soon have that figured out about 
you. It’s likely they won’t hesitate to point out your faults on 
a regular basis. But don’t let their treatment of you shape how 
you see yourself. While teenagers can be incredibly loving and 
compassionate, they can also be rude and insensitive for the 
simple fact that they are rather immature. (However, you might 
not want to point that out to them on a regular basis!) Realize 
that many of their remarks are the result of the confusion and 
impulsivity they’re experiencing as they change and grow. Keep 
loving them. Keep treating them with Christ-like dignity and 
respect. Correct and discipline when necessary. And above all, 
let them know that, yep, they’re right: You are a sinful and fallen 
parent with many, many faults. However, model the pursuit of 
Christ-likeness and dependence on his forgiving and redeeming 
grace. This, too, serves as a powerful opportunity to model the 
life of a Christ-follower.

ADMIT IT: THE TEENAGE YEARS 	
ARE TOUGH!

It helped us to view our teenagers as people stuck in an 
earthquake—the earthquake known as adolescence. Think 
about it. The teen years arrive swiftly, pass rather quickly, and 

5
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radically alter the landscape of a child’s life. And just like real-
life earthquakes, the earthquake of adolescence leaves its victims 
feeling all kinds of stress. They are juggling physical growth, 
new sexual urges, changing relationships, a host of new pressures, 
the quest for finding answers to a multitude of questions, and 
the desire to belong. Next time you’re ready to throw in the 
parenting towel, picture your teenager struggling to live through 
the onset and aftermath of an earthquake. They need you now 
more than ever!

LIVE UNDER AND PROCLAIM THE 
AUTHORITY OF GOD’S WORD.  

Have you ever thought about how and why we make the 
decisions we make? Every decision we make is based on some 
authority. Same thing goes for our children. It’s highly likely that 
your teenagers, like most teenagers, rely unconsciously on some 
combination of authorities including peers, family, the media, 
and their feelings. While all of these authorities can lead us in 
the right direction and to good decisions, there is one primary 
authority we are called to live in conscious submission to. It’s 
the authority of the One who formed us, made us, and desires 
us to find our rightful place in life in a relationship with him. 
Perhaps the greatest parental responsibility we have is to teach—

The Non-Negotiables
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through our words and example—that all of life is to be lived 
under the authority of God. Our own eyes, ears, and lives must 
be focused on Jesus, who said, “I have been given all authority in 
heaven and on earth” (Matthew 28:18), and on God’s revelation 
of himself in the Bible, which is inspired by God and is useful to 
teach us what is true and to make us realize what is wrong in our 
lives. It corrects us when we are wrong and teaches us to do what 
is right (2 Timothy 3:16). If this is the authority we live under, 
we’ll be teaching the truth about their need to do the same. 

SHOW THE GRACE YOU’VE          
BEEN SHOWN. 

All teenagers face great temptation. All teenagers make sinful 
choices that are at times devastating to themselves and to others. 
It’s who we are as human beings. And we’ve learned something 
else along the way: The most important factor in determining 
whether that bad choice turns into a situation that gets better 
or worse is parental response. What would happen if your goal 
would be to redeem these situations by turning a mistake into 
an opportunity for your teenager to become a more Christ-like 
person? I am constantly reminded of my responsibility to treat 
my sinful children the way my heavenly Father treats me when 
I’m the offending party—because there isn’t a day that goes by 

7
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when I’m not. I learned a great lesson from Dr. John White when 
he was asked about how he’d learned to relate to his own son’s 
consistently rebellious and sinful choices. White simply said 
he’d learned to live his life according to this simple yet profound 
principle: “As Christ is to me, so must I be to my children.” 

PRAYER CHANGES THINGS— 
AND YOU’RE THE THING! 

I once thought I knew quite a bit about raising children. Then I 
had them, and the older they grew, the less I realized I knew. You 
know what else I learned? That sometimes the place God wants 
us is in total dependence on him. That’s the place where we need 
to pray for answers—answers to our questions about raising and 
relating to our teenagers. Paul’s words became more and more 
real to me through the times of struggle I’ve faced as a parent: 
Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell 
God what you need, and thank him for all he has done (Philippians 
4:6). Prayer is a wonderful gift God has given to us as we learn 
to depend on him and his power to keep us on track as dads and 
moms. And when we pray, we don’t change God or his mind. 
Rather, the beauty of prayer is the change it brings in us.

The Non-Negotiables
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PATIENCE IS A PRIMARY       
PARENTAL VIRTUE! 

How easy it would be if adolescence were an overnight 
phenomena. But the process of moving from childhood to 
adulthood takes time. In today’s world, the assumption that 
the adolescent years cease and a teenager becomes an adult 
at the age of 18 is no longer valid. New discoveries regarding 
the biochemistry and physiology of the human brain, along 
with a host of cultural forces (later marriage, extended college 
education, massive debt, living at home, delayed maturity) have 
fueled things like extended adolescence and emerging adulthood. 
Both are nice-sounding terms that when translated simply mean 
that our children are taking longer to grow up. Some are even 
wondering if adolescence extends to the age of 30! This process 
can be grueling and frustrating for those parents who desperately 
want to see their teenagers make good choices on the road to 
adulthood and arrive at the destination sooner rather than later. 
The tables turn, and we become the ones asking over and over, 
“Are we there yet?!?” Remember, God is at work and the process 
may take some time. Be patient!

9
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EMBRACE THEIR SUFFERING. 

It hurts—a lot—to watch your children suffer. In a youth 
culture pervaded by bullying, our teenagers may sometimes 
suffer injustice at the hands of others. Sometimes their 
suffering is brought on by choices they’ve made. At other times, 
circumstances related to illness or accidents are the cause of 
their suffering. Scripture teaches us that because of our sinful 
nature and the flawed nature of our world, we should not be 
surprised by difficulty and suffering. In fact, times of difficulty, 
pain, and suffering are what God uses to draw us to himself, to 
conform us to his likeness, and to whittle off all that extra “fluff ” 
that keeps us from maturing in our faith. The psalmist knew 
this to be the case: My suffering was good for me, for it taught me 
to pay attention to your decrees (Psalm 119:71). James tells us that 
when troubles come your way, consider it an opportunity for great 
joy ( James 1:2). Really? Why? Because this testing of our faith 
produces perseverance and maturity. When our teenagers suffer, 
it might actually be good for the simple reason that God is at 
work in their lives. While we want to see them thrive in lives 
free of hurt and pain, we shouldn’t miss the opportunity to help 
them to learn, grow, and mature as they persevere through their 
suffering.

The Non-Negotiables
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