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Last week we looked at Jesus’ words concerning the foundation of the family.  Marriage between one man and one woman for life is a divine institution ordained by God in the Garden of Eden.  The Fall of Adam and Eve and its consequence on the human race in no way changed or thwarted God’s intent for marriage.  God’s purpose for the family, by His design, was that it be the foundation for society for all times.


It is not by accident, then, that in our text this morning Jesus turns to children and their place, not only in the family, or in society, but also in relation to the kingdom of God.  For us to rightly appreciate this wonderful story of Christ’s compassion for children, we must first have an understanding of the lowly place children occupied in the Hellenistic culture of Jesus’ day.  The pagan mindset of that day is seen in a letter written by a husband during the time of Jesus’ ministry on the earth to his expectant wife with the following instruction, “If it was a male child let it [live]; if it was female, cast it out.”
  Roman law gave the father absolute authority over his family, even in matters of life and death.  As late as A.D. 60 a son was put to death simply because his father ordered it.  This practice was vehemently attacked by the early church but was not outlawed in Roman law until A.D. 375.  Even then the law was not very effective.  Perhaps the greatest biblical evidence we have of this practice of disregarding children is found in the public slaughter of babies ordered by Herod at the birth of Christ (Mt. 2:16-20).  As Kent Hughes suggests, “Children clearly were not presumed to be blessings in the non-Christian culture of Christ’s day.


Contrary to the cultural mindset of His day, we see in our text this morning that children were very important to Jesus.  He changed the world’s thinking and attitude to children.  Culture’s attitude towards children had apparently affected even His disciples.  Not that they would have had these children murdered like some of the pagans.  But they show that they had bought into the belief that children were relatively unimportant.  Because of this presumed unimportance children had no rights and certainly were not worthy to be in the presence of Jesus.  The disciples perhaps also thought that these children did not have the capacity to learn and were therefore wasting Jesus precious time.  They were somehow “unblessable.”  


Our text indicates “they were bringing children to Him.”  The verb is an imperfect, the idea being that they were “continually or constantly bringing them.”  Mark says that not only did the disciples try and hinder them, but that they “rebuked them.”  They kept bringing them, and the disciples kept rebuking them, apparently without success.  When Jesus saw this, Mark alone notes that Jesus was “indignant” with them.  Make no mistake about it.  We do not need to try and candy-coat Jesus’ response to the disciples.  He was angry with them.  It was a righteous anger.  He tells them to stop rebuking them.  “Permit the children,” He says, “to come to Me.”  He then reveals the purpose for His indignation – the gospel was at stake.  “The kingdom of God belongs to such as these,” Jesus said, and by their rebukes they were hindering the children from coming to Him.  Contrary to the actions of the disciples, Jesus “took them in His arms and began blessing them, laying His hands on them.”  With the greatest of compassion, Jesus snatches them up and holds them with the sincerest affection.  These children were important and worthy of Jesus’ blessing!


That is the story as recorded by Mark.  But the question we ask this morning is, “What does this teach us concerning children and the gospel?”  Jesus reveals in this narrative that a child can freely come to Christ and know Him savingly.  There are three things to consider in Jesus actions this morning.  I must admit that I owe the bulk of this sermon to Geoff Thomas.
  I have never preached another man’s sermon, nor will I do so entirely this morning.  But I offer his thoughts because his sermon articulates better than anyone how a child can come to Christ.  This is a sermon for children and their parents as well.  I invite all to listen intently this morning.

I.  How Are Children to Come to Christ? (10:13-14)


Jesus sets forth two very important truths in vv. 13-14 concerning how a child can come to Christ. 


1.  Christian parents are to bring their children to Jesus (v. 13)


Jesus stated, “And they were bringing children to Him so that He might touch them.”  As we have noted, Mark suggests this was a continuous action.  But who are “they” that were bringing them?  Mark uses a masculine pronoun, indicating that it was not just mothers who brought their children but fathers as well.  The parents, both mother and father, were bringing their children to be blessed by Jesus on this occasion.


This practice was not something new in Judaism.  As a matter of fact, it stretched back to the early times of the nation of Israel.  In Genesis 48:14-16 we read the story of Jacob, now called Israel, blessing Joseph’s sons, Ephraim and Manasseh.  Joseph brought his sons to his father, in this case the great patriarch, to receive his blessing.  There, Jacob placed his right hand upon the head of Ephraim and his left upon the head of Manasseh and blessed them both.  


This is what makes the rebuke of the disciples even more remarkable.  These parents were bringing their children to Jesus as an established practice in Judaism.  The disciples would have known that.  In their bringing them to Jesus they were showing their belief that He was able to give the blessing.  They were confessing as parents that Jesus stood in the long line of patriarchs, chosen by God the Father for the good of His people.  They were bringing their children to Jesus, who alone could bless them, and the disciples were hindering them.


We need to learn from the parents here, not the disciples.  Here we see the responsibility of Christian parents, in the context of marriage, to bring their children to Christ.  The father and mother are called upon in Proverbs 22:6, “Train up a child in the way he should go, even when he is old he will not depart from it.”  A parent can never escape from this responsibility.  Parents will be called to give an account for their stewardship.  It is not the responsibility of the Church or the Christian school - though they might certainly be of help.  It is not the responsibility of grandparents or other relatives.  The spiritual welfare of a child is the sole responsibility of their parents.  Geoff Thomas points out, 

They (parents) will be asked on Judgment Day not if they brought up ‘open-minded’ children, nor if they brought or sent their children to a church, but if they brought their children to the Lord Jesus. These children have been born of natural descent, and also of human decision (“Let’s get married and have children”). They have been born through a husband’s will to know his wife, but many of them have not yet been born of God because those children have not yet been united to Christ. To them all Jesus Christ must be brought.


We will look at how parents might bring their children to Christ in a moment.  But before we move on, I want to make sure we understand what this does not mean.  This does not mean that parents are to bring their children to Christ for baptism.  Some have interpreted this passage to be evidence for the practice of infant baptism.  They look at Luke’s record in 18:15 where he writes, “And they were bringing even their babies to Him so that He would touch them.”  However, both Mark and Luke, along with Matthew (19:13) are clear as to the reason they were brought to Jesus.  That was to receive His blessing much like Joseph carried his children to Jacob.  Many of the early Baptists point out the folly of the paedobaptist interpretation (Spurgeon, Broadus, and B. H. Carroll to name a few).  The context simply will not allow for this to refer to infant baptism.  First and foremost, according to John 4:2, our Lord never personally baptized anyone.  That was the duty of the disciples who were accustomed to baptizing.  But those very disciples here try to forbid them from coming.  They would not do this if infant baptism were the practice.  And Spurgeon points out that if ever there were a place for Jesus to plainly teach infant baptism, it would be here in rebuking His disciples.  He would have plainly stated that they should not hinder them because He had prescribed it.
  But He does not do that.  Again, it is clear that they were bringing their children, which included but was not limited to infants, to Jesus to be touched, or blessed, and He does so.  The teaching of this text is that parents were bringing their children into the presence of Christ.  That is the responsibility of all parents today.


2.  Children are to come to Jesus themselves (v. 14)


Christian parents are to bring their children to Christ, but they cannot come to Christ for them.  In v. 14 Jesus said, “Permit the children to come to me; do not hinder them.”  Jesus says, “Permit them.  Let them come.  Do not hinder them.”  “Them” refers to the “them” of v. 13 who were brought to Jesus to be touched.  Jesus did not touch the parents; He touched “them,” the children.  These same children were to be permitted to come to Him.  The children were not to be hindered.  He was not saying, “Do not hinder the parents” but “do not hinder the children.”  Jesus is saying that the children must be allowed to come into His presence.  


Now I want our children to listen closely.  You might only be 6 or 7 years old and think that you cannot come to Christ.  You might think that is something that only older people do.  But I want you children to understand that here in the Bible Jesus said that children should come to Him and if He said they should come to Him then they must have been able to come.  Coming to Jesus is for you.  The moment you children know that you are sinners, and that your sin causes you to be guilty before God and that you need to be forgiven by Him for your sins, then at that moment when you know, that you need a Savior, regardless of your age, you must come to Him.  The moment you know that you deserve hell for your sins and that Christ died for sins and it is through His work on the Cross alone that you can be forgiven by God, then you must come to Jesus by yourself.  You cannot come with your father or mother.  Your brother or sister or best friend cannot come for you.  You must come and receive Christ’s forgiveness for yourself.  You must pray that God would show you more of your sinfulness and more of His grace.  You must come yourself.  I as your pastor cannot be saved for you.  You parents or friends or family cannot be saved for you.  You must be saved.  You must receive Christ for yourself.  Do not let others who say they know Christ but do not live like it keep you from coming to Him.  You come to Christ today.  Talk with your parents about what it means to have faith in Christ.


Jesus rebuke of the disciples was for this very reason, because “the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.”  The disciples were wrong in hindering them because Jesus and His kingdom belonged to them.  This does not mean that all children belong naturally to the kingdom of God.  We are all born children of wrath and at enmity with God.  But here we might refer back to Mark 9:37, “Whoever receives one child like this in My name receives Me.”  Here Jesus says, “the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.”  God’s blessings will be poured out on all who come with childlike dependence on Christ and humbly receive Him.  Only those who come, who truly repent of their sins and follow Him, will occupy His kingdom.

II.  What Has God Given to Us in Order to Bring Children to Christ? 


We have seen that parents have the responsibility to bring their children to Christ.  But how are they to do so today?  Christ is not physically present today like He was in our text so how are you to bring your child to Him?  God has given us all that we need to obey His call to bring our children to Christ.


1.  Prayer 
How can we bring children to Jesus Christ to be blessed? We cannot do it in a corporeal sense, for Jesus is not here, “he is risen;” but we can bring our children in a true, real, and spiritual sense. We take them up in the arms of our prayer. I hope many of us, so soon as our children saw the light, if not before, presented them to God with this anxious prayer, that they might sooner die than live to disgrace their father’s God. We only desired children that we might in them live over again another life of service to God; and when we looked into their young faces, we never asked wealth for them, nor fame, nor anything else, but that they might be dear unto God, and that their names might be written in the Lamb’s Book of Life. We did then bring our children to Christ as far as we could do it, by presenting them before God, by earnest prayer on their behalf. And have we ceased to bring them to Christ? Nay, I hope we seldom bow the knee without praying for our children.


2.  Scripture 


In 2 Timothy 3:15 Paul reminded Timothy “that from childhood you have known the sacred writings which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus.”  The word translated “childhood” is the same word in the Greek that we saw in Luke (18:15) that is often translated “baby” or “infant.”  From this we see that the word Paul and Luke used does not mean a newborn baby or even a toddler.  It refers to a child who has the ability to come and the capacity to learn.  Perhaps before the he was able to read the Scriptures for himself, Timothy knew their words.  He had a faithful grandmother and mother who were faithful in teaching him the Word at a very young age (2 Tim. 1:5).  So we learn from Paul that a child is never too young for to begin to instill this knowledge of Scripture.


Geoff Thomas asks, “What is the link between the Scriptures and bringing children to Jesus?”

It is of course this, that it is to the Christ of the Scriptures we are bringing them. He is not the latest opinion of who Christ is. Opinions of Christ change like the weather, but the Lord Jesus Christ of the Bible transcends all those theological and cultural fashions that wax and wane. So children are to come to the Jesus of the Scriptures, the one who is the same yesterday and today and forever, and to no other Christ. From the Scriptures we show them who the Lord is. From the Scriptures we show them why the Lord must be known. From the Scriptures we show them their need of Christ. It all comes from the Scriptures. With God’s blessing children may get a knowledge of all the Scriptures that are necessary to salvation. Children can get as plain, simple and meaningful an understanding of sin as their mother can. Children can get as plain, simple and meaningful an understanding of the atonement as their grandmothers can. No child needs to become a theologian in order to see its own sinfulness, and to trust the Saviour, and have that blessed atoning work applied to him.


The question then is, “Are you as parents saturating your child with Scripture?”  Are you involved in family devotions in your home?  Are you catechizing your children?  Are you faithful in bringing your child to church so that they can hear the teaching and preaching of the Word?  Do you help them to hear the teaching and preaching of the Word by encouraging them to listen, pay attention, and stay awake?  As important, are you modeling listening and paying attention and staying awake?  This is how we can educate our children in the Scripture with the hope that they will come to the Christ of Scripture.  


Are you bringing your children into the presence of Christ by prayer and with Scripture?  Or are you hindering them from coming to Him?

III.  What Are the Evidences That a Child Has Come to Christ?


How can a parent gain an assurance that their child has come to Christ?  Children are often difficult to read because of their immaturities.  Perhaps you are here this morning and you as a parent feel that your child is growing in their understanding of Scripture.  That is good for them, but have they come to the Christ of Scripture?  That is the mark that children have come to Him – they have had sound instruction in the Word quickened by saving faith.


In Luke’s gospel there is a great summary of the childhood life of Jesus that well describes a child who truly is in Christ.  In Luke 2:52 we read, “And Jesus kept increasing in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.”  Here we see a fourfold development that will help you in your spiritual appraisal of your child’s faith.

1.  Growth in wisdom


Growth in wisdom means that there is intellectual development. The child’s mind is being stretched, broadened, and deepening.  They go on acquiring information and their knowledge is constantly increasing.  Today children have access to knowledge in ways they have never had before in the history of the world.  A child gives evidence that they are growing when they are growing in knowledge.


But notice the emphasis on Luke is not knowledge, but wisdom.  Wisdom is knowledge rightly applied.  In secular terms, we call it common sense.  In a spiritual sense, the child has given evidence that they not only know Scripture but that it is shaping and molding their thinking.  Many a person, child or otherwise, has a knowledge of the Bible and remains lost in their sin and under the wrath of God.  It is not knowledge alone that is important because one might know the Scriptures and not believe.  We must continue to instruct our children in the things of God.  They must have a knowledge founded upon Scripture.  But knowledge is not enough.  It is rightly applied knowledge that is the heart of wisdom.  Does your child give evidence that he not only knows the Scripture, what it says about God and Christ and what it says about him and his sin, but that he believes it?  Does your child show that he is more than intelligent in the Scripture but also wise?


2.  Growth in stature


Children who have come to Christ also develop physically. This relates directly to their behavior.  One of the greatest struggles I see in parents who are genuinely concerned about their child’s spiritual condition is that they forget that they are children.  Children are immature physically.  They will still do childish things.  


This is difficult for a Christian parent who wants to see their child developed in maturity like they are.  But we must take care that we do not forget that they are children and children can be expected to act like children.  This does not mean that we do not point out their sin when it is sin.  But we should understand that just as they are growing physically in stature, immature in their bodies, so they will grow in their sanctification if they have come to Christ.  The key here is the word “grow.”  We must examine our children in religious things but allow room for them to grow spiritually.  Is their progress in their spiritual growth?  You would show concern if your child were to cease to grow physically in a way that is considered normal development.  Conversely, you would also show concern if your child grew too fast physically.  


The same principle applies to their spiritual growth.  We should show concern if there is little or no progress.  But we must allow for their childishness and not expect that they would be as mature as we are.  We continue to teach, prod, and get them in the Word every opportunity we have and pray that the Spirit continue to flourish the spiritual food that they are fed.


3.  Growth in favor with man


This relates to social skills.  But it is more than popularity.  Jesus was spoken well of as a boy.  He was highly esteemed by the people.  He had a certain grace about Him.  As a boy He continued to grow in favor with man.  But there came a day when that popularity was not enough to deliver Him.  They despised and rejected Him; no man spoke well of Him; the crowd shouted, “Crucify Him!”  But Jesus was not persecuted because He lacked social skills, good manners, or courtesy.  He was persecuted because He exposed and condemned their sin.  


Growth in favor with man involves tactfulness.  A child is never too young to learn tact, the proper skills to relate to others in a gracious way.  Sometimes a child will suffer persecution from others and will only be getting what he deserves.  It is important to instill within children who have come to Christ these social skills, an interest for other people, a concern for them, and a willingness to submit their own interests to the interests of others.  In other words, the child must learn to love his neighbor and put others first.  They must seek to grow in favor with man as long as it does not hinder their growth in God.  The writer of Hebrews exhorted the believer to follow peace with all men, and holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord.  Following peace is to grow in favor with man, but not at the expense of holiness.


4.  Growth in favor with God


Of course, the most important thing is that the child is growing in favor with God.  Allow the children who have come to Christ to grow in their appreciation of Him and obedience to Him.  Remember, you child often disobeys you but this is not evidence that they do not love you.  Again, sanctification is effectual in God’s elect.  We must tell our children that if they have truly come to Him, then He will keep them close to Him and that He will change them day by day until one day they will finally be just like Him, full of love, joy, and peace. 


I like what Thomas says here,

From the time children come to the Saviour they have to grow in favour with God, and that growth will be by inches, won’t it? I think we often err because we expect a child’s faith to be excepted from the ordinary processes of development, but everything about them is childish. My children’s idea of me was a childish idea. Children’s ideas of the whole world around them is childish, and their religion is the religion of a child. The concepts of a child are childish, and so are his doctrines, and factual grasp, and devotional life. It may be a tremendously real and glorious faith notwithstanding. If a person comes to Christ in old age at that time too he is going to have what in many ways is a childish religion. A child’s faith is no more full grown than his body. It is no more to be judged in adult terms than his physical stature. We ought not to make it a criterion of whether a child has come to Christ that his faith looks like the faith of a grown up in its grasp, or in the maturity of its devotions, nor should we expect them to let go their childish things, their toys or games. I don’t think that we should expect those who come to Christ at a tender age to free themselves from the paraphernalia of childhood, simply because they are Christians. I would be horrified if they didn’t play just like any other children play, but I would also be horrified if a child who was a Christian wanted to play in the services, or that he wanted to turn the worship of Almighty God into play. Keep out the clowns on their mono-cycles and such comedians. Sunday worship is a play-free zone. There is a time to play and a time to refrain from playing.
Conclusion


I conclude this morning with Jesus’ own words from v. 15, “Truly I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child will not enter it at all.”  All that has been stated in relation to a child coming to Christ holds true for all who come to Him.  They must come to Him by faith alone through grace alone according to Scripture alone.  They must give evidence of having come to faith in Christ by their growth.  


But notice the warning here attached by Christ.  Those who do not receive Him in this way do not have the rights and privileges of the kingdom of God.  In other words, heaven is not theirs.  They remain separated from God for all eternity to suffer His just wrath for their sin.  They remain under the Law and the penalty of the Law.  Christ’s work of atonement is of no effect for them.  Therefore, they remain in the kingdom of darkness, living according to this present age.  They are not part of the kingdom of heaven and will not experience the eternal life of the age to come (10:30).  There are only two ages – this present age and the age to come.  To which of these ages do you belong today?
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