Towards a Theology of the Child

The Point At Issue

Sue Jones has four students in her pre-school Sunday School class.  John's parents are both committed Christians whose lives daily reflect the character of Christ.  Sarah comes from a completely non-Christian home.  Her parents allow her to come because here friends attend.  Bill's parents attend church when they have nothing better to do.  They would be offended if anybody suggested they were not Christians, but they ensure that their Christianity has no impact on their way of life.  Christine's mother loves the Lord dearly and attempts to share this love with her daughter, but Christine's father has no interest in Christianity which, as everybody knows, is for women and children.

As Sue prepares her lesson for next Sunday she wonders where each child stands before God.  They are only four years old and too young to understand the concepts of salvation.  Should she approach them all in the same way?  Are some in a more privileged position?

As this example shows, the questions relating to the position of children before God have very practical implications.  Ron Buckland poses a more drastic example:-

"Imagine two families living on either side of you, each with a two year old child.  One set of parents are committed Christians;  the other set of parents are avowed atheists.

Now imagine that in tragic circumstances both two year olds were killed on the same day, and you are to visit each one. What would you say to each set of parents about their child's destiny - and on what grounds would you say it?"

Any attempt to develop a theology of the child must address itself to these and similar situations.  In attempting to do so, we face three main issues.  These are inter-related and can be discussed together, but recognising their distinct emphasis will help clarify our thinking.

1.
What is the position of the child in relation to God?

2.
What is the Biblical view of the child in relation to his/her family?

3.
If the child is not merely a small adult and is part of a family and subject to


parental control, how far can that child be regarded as autonomous and responsible?

Writers on this subject tend to come to one of three conclusions:-

1.
All children are outside of God's Kingdom until they opt in.  This was the common


view up until the 1950's.

2.
Children of the covenant are covered by their parent's faith.  This is the major view of 


the reformed churches.

3.
All children are in God's Kingdom until they opt out.  This has been the most


popular view of the modern writers.

In seeking the truth we must examine the scriptural evidence and avoid the temptation to settle for emotionally pleasing conclusions.  In doing so we must begin by acknowledging that the Scriptures do not speak specifically on this issue.  Therefore any conclusions drawn from the passages quoted below will never be more than inferences from which no dogmatic conclusions can be drawn if we are to be consistent and honest in our discussion.

The Old Testament

In the limited space available it is only possible to skin the major points.

(a)
The Principle of Solidarity 

The early books of the Old Testament present a clear picture of corporate responsibility.  God's covenant is with Israel, as with a corporate group.  This is then broken down into tribes, clans and families which provide the environment within which the individual lives.  Children in particular appear to have no individual identity and are in fact subsumed in the identity of the family, which in turn identifies almost completely with the father and husband.  The children and family shared in the consequences of the father's moral decisions.  For good or ill the family triumph or suffer together, for no member of his household can escape the consequences of the father's actions.

Noah's children are saved with him in the ark.  The Lord says He will punish the children for the sins of the fathers (Exodus 2:5,6), all the  Egyptian firstborn die, the children of Korah, Dathan and Abiram (Numbers 16:27-33) and Achan (Joshua 7:24,25) are destroyed with their fathers.  The children of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19:24,25) and the Canaanite cities are killed with their parents (Joshua 6:21-25;  Deut. 20:16), the Amalekite children are killed for a crime over 200 years old (1 Sam. 15:3), Rahab's family are saved with her (Josh. 6:25) and David's son dies for David's sin (2 Sam. 12:13-23).

As well as these mainly negative examples the complete Old Testament is permeated by a positive concept of solidarity.

(b)
The Principle of Individual Responsibility 

There are also many cases where the individual is seen as responsible to God, quite apart from the action of the family or tribe.  Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 10) die despite a righteous family, the children of the Israelites are spared after the rebellion at Kadesh Barnea, although still punished by 40 years wandering (Deut. 1:39;  Num. 14:28-33) and Joash was spared despite the evil of his father and grandmother (2 Chron. 11:24).  Deuteronomy 5:9 and 24:6 taken together show the individual who sins is responsible, but the repercussions of that sin may affect the whole family.

The major presentation of this principle is in Ezekiel 18:1-20.  There is no basic contradiction here with the principle of solidarity, as usually the cases of individual responsibility refer to those who are old enough to be morally accountable.

©
The Importance of Nurture

In general the Old Testament assumes that left to themselves children will rebel against the Lord and so there is a strong emphasis on the need for teaching and training (Psaml 58:3;  78:1-8;  Prov. 22:15;  29:15).  When this is done the overwhelming probability is that children will develop the moral values of their parents (Prov. 22:6).

In summary, the Old Testament does not discuss the moral responsibility of young children, but assumes they will continue as their parents have and treats them accordingly.  It says nothing about their eternal position before the Lord.

The New Testament

The Acts and the Epistles add very little to the picture and simply reinforce the conclusions of the Old Testament (Eph. 6:1;  Acts 16:33;  2 Tim. 3:14-18).

1 Cor. 7:14    This verse has often been used, correctly, I believe, to justify a family solidarity position, but we must be careful not to read into it more than it says.  What it clearly shows is that the children of Christians (even in a mixed marriage) stand in a privileged position before God.  It does not definitely say they are saved.  It is also going beyond Scripture to say that the children and the unbelieving spouse are placed in an identical position before God.

Most of the discussion on the place of children centres around the incidents involving children being brought to Jesus.  Again when taken in context these incidents bear only incidentally on the position of children before God.

(a)
Matthew 19:13-15;  Mark 10: 13-16;  Luke 18:15-17

Much controversy has hinged on the meaning given to the phrase "the Kingdom of God belongs to such as these" (NIV).  Some take it to mean that the Kingdom of God belongs to children.  In other words, all children are born members of God's Kingdom.  They base this, not on the innocence of children (an idea not found in Scripture) but on the helplessness of children who can only receive the Kingdom as a gift.  Most would say, as I believe, that the words cannot be pressed to give this meaning (see "Let the Children Participate" p.14 for details) but would agree with the basis of helplessness as the characteristic of children required by adults for salvation.  To quote John Inchley:-

"There is no suggestion here or anywhere else in the Scriptures that the Kingdom belongs either to children or to adults because they are trustful, or innocent, or humble, or receptive or loving.  It is open to them entirely through the Grace of God, and because of the atoning work of Christ."

Adults must accept that they are as helpless as young children when it comes to achieving their own salvation.  What these passages definitely do show is that Jesus regards young children (using Luke's wording) as individuals with the right to their own access to God.  This adds to our understanding gained from the Old Testament picture.

(b)
Matthew 18:1-14;  Mark 9:33-37;  Luke 9:47,48

A number of points need to be noted.  Once again the individuality of children is clear.  Secondly children can be led into sin, which means they are capable of sin and its results.  Thirdly, children are capable of faith in Jesus and adults must be careful to nurture, not damage that faith.  It is important to distinguish different levels of faith in children appropriate to their level of development.  (Some take the reference to be "little ones" in faith, not children, but I believe this is unlikely.)

A Theology of Childhood


What is the composite picture that emerges from the Biblical evidence?

(a)
The Nature of Man

No matter how unpalatable it may be, Scripture plainly teaches that every child is born with a bias toward sin which is inherited from Adam as a result of the fall and which cannot be overcome by human efforts alone (Psalm 51:5;  58:3;  Proverbs 22:15;  29:15;  Romans 3 & 5).

This does not mean that we are being punished for Adam's sinful nature.  To quote Harold Gross - "All men are infected with a sinful inheritance with enables us, to say the least, to say of every man without qualification, 'He will sin'."

By reason of his humanity then, the child's life is set toward evil and will, if left to itself, result in eternal condemnation.  Children may be helpless but we are going beyond Scripture to say they are innocent.

(b)
The Grace of God

Thankfully, however this is not the complete picture.  We must add the glorious truth that from the very beginning God is reaching out to children in mercy and grace.  He has opened the way to eternal life for children and adults through Jesus (2 Cor. 5:21).  Whatever our final conclusions we must be careful to put no limits on this grace.
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Family Relationships

Children do not begin life as isolated individuals.  They are all members of a 'family' of one sort or another.  This 'family' will have a great influence on the child's development which may, from a moral and spiritual viewpoint, be helpful or unhelpful.  Building on the principle of family solidarity presented in Scripture some writers will go so far as to deny young children any individuality at all.  Pierre Marcel writes;


"In God's eyes parents and their children are one.  By divine right the parents are the authorised representatives of their children;  they act for them;  they engage in spiritual responsibilities because of them and for them and also in their name.  Such is the order of God."

Harold Gross speaks of:  "an  'enabling  grace' which comes to the child through the web of personal relationships in which his development takes place, in Christian home and church."

The children of Christians are definitely in a privileged position, however, if we wish to apply this principle in the case of the Christian home, then we must also be prepared to apply it in the case of the non-Christian home with much less palatable results.

(d)
Child Development

As children develop intellectually, morally and spiritually they become increasingly accountable before God and personally accepting of responsibility for their eternal salvation.  They must decide whether or not to make the faith (or lack of faith) of their 'parents' their own.  This is not necessarily a one time only 'decision' but may more commonly be a series of responses at different levels of faith, as responsibility grows, as increasing levels of knowledge are understood and acted on in acceptance or rejection.  Much more needs to be said on child development but this would require a paper on its own.

Conclusion and Practical Implications

In short, none of the three common viewpoints mentioned at the beginning of this paper can be fully justified on scriptural grounds.  With this in mind, I put forward the following tentative suggestion.

On the basis of Scripture a justifiable implication would seem to be that the standing of young children before God tends to be identical with the standing of their 'family' (parents or parent substitutes).  Children in a home where a 'parent' supplies genuine Christian presence would seem to be in a strongly privileged position. I believe it is possible to say with Biblical backing that a child of a Christian home need never know a time when they are not citizens of the Kingdom.  They are in need of nurture, rather than evangelism.  Gradually the faith of their parents and the church becomes theirs.  What has been given is now understood, owned and lived.  It is at this stage that the child of a Christian home, through baptism, publicly indicates his or her intention to continue in this faith.  If this seems to smack of favouritism and predestination then so did the choosing of the Israelites by God.  Nevertheless, having said this we must remember that God is a God of justice and grace who will always do what is right.  Ultimate decisions on salvation are His alone and we must not presume dogmatic certainty where He has not given a clear picture.

A number of practical implications follow from these conclusions:-

Firstly the church needs to give major emphasis to the importance of Christian nurture in the home.  The church must help parents to teach their children through example and instruction the reality of their faith.

Secondly in evangelism we need to give priority to reaching families which will then become new environments of  Christian nurture.

Thirdly the church itself must exist as the faith community, which through example as well as instruction, represents the reality of Christian faith as lived by the people of the Kingdom.

Fourthly there must be a renewed emphasis on Christian education for all children.  Childhood is not a static or settled position.  It is one of constant growth.  Children are always in a state of 'becoming'.  We have the responsibility to make every effort to guide that becoming.  This is both theologically and developmentally more appropriate than the aggressive evangelism of young children.
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Lord,

I find the genealogy of my Saviour

Strangely checkered

With four remarkable changes

In four generations.

Rehoboam begat Abia;

A bad father begat a bad son.

Abia begat Asa;

A bad father and a good son.

Asa begat Jehosophat;

A good father and a good son.

Jehoshaphat begat Joram;

A good father and a bad son.

I see, Lord, from hence

That my father’s piety cannot be entailed

That is bad news for me.

But I see also

That actual impiety is not hereditary;

That is good news for my son.

Thomas Fuller  ‘Decision’ magazine
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The Point At Issue

Sue Jones has four students in her pre-school Sunday School class.  John's parents are both committed Christians whose lives daily reflect the character of Christ.  Sarah comes from a completely non-Christian home.  Her parents allow her to come because her friends attend.  Bill's parents attend church when they have nothing better to do.  They would be offended if anybody suggested they were not Christians, but they ensure that their Christianity has no impact on their way of life.  Christine's mother loves the Lord dearly and attempts to share this love with her daughter, but Christine's father has no interest in Christianity which, as everybody knows, is for women and children.

As Sue prepares her lesson for next Sunday she wonders where each child stands before God.  They are only four years old and too young to understand the concepts of salvation.  Should she approach them all in the same way?  Are some in a more privileged position?

As this example shows, the questions relating to the position of children before God have very practical implications.  Ron Buckland poses a more drastic example:-

"Imagine two families living on either side of you, each with a two year old child.  One set of parents are committed Christians;  the other set of parents are avowed atheists.

            Now imagine that in tragic circumstances both two year olds 

            were killed on the same day, and you are to visit each one.
           What would you say to each set of parents about their child's

 destiny - and on what grounds would you say it?"

Any attempt to develop a theology of the child must address 

itself  to these and similar situations.  In attempting to do so,

we face three main issues.  These are inter-related and can be discussed together, but recognising their distinct emphasis 

will help clarify our thinking.

1.  What is the position of the child in relation to God?

2.  What is the Biblical view of the child in relation to

      his/her family?

3.  If the child is not merely a small adult and is part of 

      a family and subject to parental control, how far can

      that child be regarded as autonomous and responsible?

Writers on this subject tend to come to one of three 

 conclusions:-

1.  All children are outside of God's Kingdom until they opt in.

    This was the common view up until the 1950's.

2.  Children of the covenant are covered by their parent's faith. 

     This is the major view of the reformed churches.

3.  All children are in God's Kingdom until they opt out. 

     This has been the most popular view of the modern writers.

  In seeking the truth we must examine the scriptural evidence 

  and avoid the temptation to settle for emotionally pleasing 

   conclusions.  In doing so we must begin by acknowledging
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and we must not presume dogmatic certainty where He has

 not given a clear picture.

A number of practical implications follow from these

 conclusions:-

First, the church needs to give major emphasis to the

 importance of Christian nurture in the home.  The church

 must help parents to teach their children through example

 and instruction the reality of their faith.

Second, in evangelism we need to give priority to reaching

 families which will then become new environments of 

 Christian nurture.

Third, the church itself must exist as the faith community,

which through example as well as instruction, represents the

 reality of Christian faith as lived by the people of the

Kingdom.

Fourth, there must be a renewed emphasis on Christian

 education for all children.  Childhood is not a static or

 settled position.  It is one of constant growth.  Children are

always in a state of 'becoming'.  We have the responsibility 

to make every effort to guide that becoming.  This is both theologically and developmentally more appropriate than 

the aggressive evangelism of young children.

that the Scriptures do not speak specifically on this issue.  Therefore any conclusions drawn from the passages quoted below will never be more than inferences from which no dogmatic conclusions can be drawn if we are to be consistent and honest in our discussion.

The Old Testament

In the limited space available it is only possible to skim the major points.

(a)
The Principle of Solidarity 

The early books of the Old Testament present a clear picture of corporate responsibility.  God's covenant is with Israel, as with a corporate group.  This is then broken down into tribes, clans and families which provide the environment within which the individual lives.  Children in particular appear to have no individual identity and are in fact subsumed in the identity of the family, which in turn identifies almost completely with the father and husband.  The children and family shared in the consequences of the father's moral decisions.  For good or ill the family triumph or suffer together, for no member of his household can escape the consequences of the father's actions.

Noah's children are saved with him in the ark.  The Lord says He will punish the children for the sins of the fathers (Exodus 2:5,6), all the  Egyptian firstborn die, the children of Korah, Dathan and Abiram (Numbers 16:27-33) and Achan (Joshua 7:24,25) are destroyed with their fathers.  The children of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19:24,25) and the Canaanite cities are killed with their parents (Joshua 6:21-25;  Deut.

            20:16), the Amalekite children are killed for a crime over

 200 years old (1 Sam. 15:3), Rahab's family are saved with 

her (Josh. 6:25) and David's son dies for David's sin

 (2 Sam. 12:13-23).

As well as these mainly negative examples the complete Old Testament is permeated by a positive concept of solidarity.

(b)
The Principle of Individual Responsibility 

There are also many cases where the individual is seen as

 responsible to God, quite apart from the action of the family

or tribe.  Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 10) die despite a righteous

 family, the children of the Israelites are spared after the

 rebellion at Kadesh Barnea, although still punished by 40

 years wandering (Deut. 1:39;  Num. 14:28-33) and Joash was

spared despite the evil of his father and grandmother (2 Chron. 11:24).  Deuteronomy 5:9 and 24:6 taken together show the individual who sins is responsible, but the repercussions of

 that sin may affect the whole family.

The major presentation of this principle is in Ezekiel 18:1-20 

which shows a development in thought from earlier ideas. 

There is no basic contradiction here with the principle of

 solidarity, as usually the cases of individual responsibility

 refer to those who are old enough to be morally accountable.

( c)
The Importance of Nurture

In general the Old Testament assumes that left to themselves 

children will rebel against the Lord and so there is a strong 

emphasis on the need for teaching and training (Psalm

78:1-8;  Prov. 22:15;  29:15).  When this is done the

(or lack of faith) of their 'parents' their own.  This is not necessarily a one time only 'decision' but may more commonly be a series of responses at different levels of faith, as responsibility grows, as increasing levels of knowledge are understood and acted on in acceptance or rejection.  Much more needs to be said on child development but this would require a paper on its own.

Conclusion and Practical Implications

In short, none of the three common viewpoints mentioned at the beginning of this paper can be fully justified on scriptural grounds.  With this in mind, I put forward the following suggestion.

On the basis of Scripture a justifiable implication would seem to be that the standing of young children before God tends to be identical with the standing of their 'family' (parents or parent substitutes).  Children in a home where a 'parent' supplies genuine Christian presence would seem to be in a strongly privileged position. I believe it is possible to say with biblical backing that a child of a Christian home need never know a time when they are not citizens of the Kingdom.  They are in need of nurture, not just evangelism alone.  Gradually the faith of their parents and the church becomes theirs.  What has been given is now understood, owned and lived.  It is at this stage that the child of a Christian home, through baptism, publicly indicates his or her intention to continue in this faith.  If this seems to smack of favouritism and predestination then so did the choosing of the Israelites by God.  Nevertheless, having said this we must remember that God is a God of justice and grace who will always do what is right.  Ultimate decisions on salvation are His alone

( c)
Family Relationships

Children do not begin life as isolated individuals.  They are all members of a 'family' of one sort or another.  This 'family' will

 have a great influence on the child's development which may,

from a moral and spiritual viewpoint, be helpful or unhelpful.  Building on the principle of family solidarity presented in

 Scripture some writers will go so far as to deny young children 

any individuality at all.  Pierre Marcel writes;


"In God's eyes parents and their children are one.  By divine

 right the parents are the authorised representatives of their children;  they act for them;  they engage in spiritual

responsibilities because of them and for them and also in their

 name.  Such is the order of God."

Harold Gross speaks of:  "an  'enabling  grace' which comes to

 the child through the web of personal relationships in which

 his development takes place, in Christian home and church."

The children of Christians are definitely in a privileged

position, however, if we wish to apply this principle in the

 case of the Christian home, then we must also be prepared

to apply it in the case of the non-Christian home with much 

less palatable results.

(d)
Child Development

As children develop intellectually, morally and spiritually

 they become increasingly accountable before God and

 personally accepting of responsibility for their eternal

 salvation.  They must decide whether or not to make the faith

overwhelming probability is that children will develop the moral values of their parents (Prov. 22:6).

In summary, the Old Testament does not discuss the moral responsibility of young children, but assumes they will continue as their parents have and treats them accordingly.  It says nothing about their eternal position before the Lord.

The New Testament

The Acts and the Epistles add very little to the picture and simply reinforce the conclusions of the Old Testament (Eph. 6:1;  Acts 16:33;  2 Tim. 3:14-18).

1 Cor. 7:14    This verse has often been used, correctly, I believe, to justify a family solidarity position, but we must be careful not to read into it more than it says.  What it clearly shows is that the children of Christians (even in a mixed marriage) stand in a privileged position before God.  It does not definitely say they are saved.  It is also going beyond Scripture to say that the children and the unbelieving spouse are placed in an identical position before God.

Most of the discussion on the place of children centres around the incidents involving children being brought to Jesus.  Again when taken in context these incidents bear only incidentally on the position of children before God.

(a)     Matthew 19:13-15;  Mark 10: 13-16;  Luke 18:15-17

Much controversy has hinged on the meaning given to the phrase "the Kingdom of God belongs to such as these" (NIV).

Some take it to mean that the Kingdom of God belongs to

 children.  In other words, all children are born members of 

God's Kingdom.  They base this, not on the innocence of

 children (an idea not found in Scripture) but on the

 helplessness of children who can only receive the Kingdom 

as a gift.  Most would say, as I believe, that the words cannot

 be pressed to give this meaning (see "Let the Children

 Participate" p.14 for details) but would agree with the basis 

of helplessness as the characteristic of children required by 

adults for salvation.  To quote John Inchley:-

"There is no suggestion here or anywhere else in the

Scriptures that the Kingdom belongs either to children or to

 adults because they are trustful, or innocent, or humble, or 

receptive or loving.  It is open to them entirely through the

 Grace of God, and because of the atoning work of Christ."

Adults must accept that they are as helpless as young children

 when it comes to achieving their own salvation.  What these passages definitely do show is that Jesus regards young

 children (using Luke's wording) as individuals with the right

 to their own access to God.  This adds to our understanding 

gained from the Old Testament picture.

(b)
Matthew 18:1-14;  Mark 9:33-37;  Luke 9:47,48

A number of points need to be noted.  Once again the 

individuality of children is clear.  Second, children can be

 led  into sin, which means they are capable of sin and its

 results.  Third, children are capable of faith in Jesus and

 adults must be careful to nurture, not damage that faith.  It

 is important  to distinguish different levels of faith in children appropriate to their level of development.  (Some take the

reference to be "little ones" in faith, not children, but I believe this is unlikely.)
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What is the composite picture that emerges from the Biblical evidence?

(a)
The Nature of Man

No matter how unpalatable it may be, Scripture appears to teach that every child is born with an inclination toward sin which is inherited from Adam as a result of the fall and which cannot be overcome by human efforts alone (Psalm 51:5;  58:3;  Proverbs 22:15;  29:15;  Romans 3 & 5).

This does not mean that we are being punished for Adam's sinful nature.  To quote Harold Gross - "All men are infected with a sinful inheritance with enables us, to say the least, to say of every man without qualification, 'He will sin'."

By reason of one's humanity then, the child's life is set toward evil and will, if left to itself, result in eternal condemnation.  Children may be helpless but we are going beyond Scripture to say they are innocent.

(b)
The Grace of God

Thankfully, however this is not the complete picture.  We must add the glorious truth that from the very beginning God is reaching out to children in mercy and grace.  He has opened the way to eternal life for children and adults through Jesus (2 Cor. 5:21).  Whatever our final conclusions we must be careful to put no limits on this grace.
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