
A Biblical Study of Children and the Church

Introduction
Purpose of paper

· Biblical principles defining:

· Role of church to children

· Role of children to church

· Children rather than teenagers
· Maybe some cross over for the transition years of teenagers

· Similar thought/ may be appropriate at some point regarding teenagers

· Does not consider application other than for:

· Example

· Possible areas of consideration

Two-fold: Role of church to children and children to church
As will be worked through in this paper, the bible has a good deal to say about the role church and notably parents have towards children. However, taken on its own this is only half the story, and considerable weight, is given to the role children have to the church. This two-fold approach is the cornerstone for the way God grows children into His Kingdom.
Teenagers or children?

Culturally throughout the bible years, our ‘teenagers’ would not have been considered as children.  The whole process of growing up was culturally different and as such this needs to at least be considered as we look to draw out the truths which will never be changed.
As will be discussed later, there is a point at which a child is able to see and understand the revelation of the glory of God.  It is only at this point that they are able to accept or reject the will of God.  When this paper talks of children, it is generally referring to those prior to that point.  It therefore is not really concerned with the principles covering teenagers and young adults.  It is possible that some principles may be relevant at least for young teenagers, but these should be transferred carefully with accurate application of the scriptures.
Principles not application

This paper will not consider application of biblical truths and principles other than as examples to aid clarity.  It is hoped that this paper will provide a springboard for a wider group to consider its application across the life of the church (parenting, children’s work, worship, cell etc).

On appropriate occasions it may suggest areas that are impacted and could be considered by this group.

Summary
Church’s goal in our relationship with children

To bring them to faith in Christ
· A journey (Psalm 78:1-10):
Starts with God -> Based on what God has put into His people -> Leads to teaching -> Brings knowledge -> Breeds trust -> Brings faith
· Children are born into sin, and are at risk of its judgement

· Children not yet able to make decision to accept or reject glory of God

· We prepare them to put their faith in the gospel of Christ for their righteousness
What is not our goal?

· Keeping them quiet

· Making them good or nice

· Bringing them success

Importance of teaching while young
· An increased receptivity to truth whilst young

· If our gospel is precious, we will share it with those who are precious to us

Role of parents
Primacy of role
· Almost all biblical references are within context of parent to child

· Relationship is guarded in the 10 commandments and subsequently

· Paul picks it out in Ephesians 6:2, and notes it is first with a promise

· Parents need to actively take the responsibility and not give it away

· Children need to see that they are not central to parents, but God first

Establishment of a ‘family culture’

· Every family is unique

· Key ingredients need to underlie family culture

· Explicit teaching, where words are spoken

· Explicit modelling, where words are met with consistent action

Personal love for and submission to God and His word

· A challenge to find time and energy for space with God

· But it is the starting point for being able to feed our children (Deut 4:9)

Particular role of a father

· Not at expense or exclusion of mother
· Mothers are to teach and be honoured etc just as fathers

· Particular onus on fathers as the head of the family

· Fathers’ contribution is not going to work, they also carry a responsibility for discipline, correction, teaching, modelling…

Contexts where parents are unwilling/unable to fulfil role
· Many contexts where one or both parents are absent or non-believing

· Example of Timothy with unbelieving Greek father

· His mother and grandmother achieved great things

· Parenting is God’s vehicle of choice, but he is not limited to it

· 2 relevant principles:

· Where possible we should seek to win parents to their role

· Where there are ‘gaps’ as a church we should seek to fill those gaps and accept that God’s grace and power are sufficient

Role of church

Indispensable nature of role

· Seeing the church is seeing Christ, we are His body

· Children will see Christ in His church

Corporate brings additional life to home teachings

· At the Feast of Booths, children heard and learnt to fear the Lord
· Not always easy for the corporate, the children or the parents!

· Inclusion of children models to them their own significance before God

Individuals with gifting to augment home teachings

· Would include childrens’ workers amongst others

· No explicit scriptural support

· But definitely was part of Jewish culture (e.g., Paul and Galamiel)

· No scriptural preclusion of such a role

Teaching and supporting parents
· If parents are to teach, they must be taught

· Supporting parents with God’s grace on a difficult road

· Practical support

Components of growing Godly children

Teaching
· Teach the gospel straight

· Teach with life

Disciplining

· Discipline enables teaching

· Discipline enables a child to apply teaching

· Principles of discipline

· Discipline out of love not anger

· Discipline has to work

· Discipline should be gracious

Praying

· Pray for our children to come to faith

Removing hindrances

· Jesus told his disciples to remove the hindrances before children

· Some possible suggestions of hindrances:

· Our pride

· Wrong understanding of the Presence of God

· Own understanding of God and His teaching

Role of Children

Respect, obey and submit to earthly parents
· Children carry their own part to play

· They should honour their earthly parents

· Responsibility should be taken up alongside discipline

Encourage the body to meet with God
· Luke 9:46-48, “whoever receives this child in my name receives me…”

· As we make space for children, we make space for God

· If we want the presence of God, the presence of children is an aid!

Church’s goal in our relationship with children
“O my people, hear my teaching; listen to the words of my mouth.

 I will open my mouth in parables, I will utter hidden things, things from of old-, 

what we have heard and known, what our fathers have told us. 

We will not hide them from their children; we will tell the next generation the praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his power, and the wonders he has done. 

He decreed statutes for Jacob and established the law in Israel, which he commanded our forefathers to teach their children, 

so the next generation would know them, even the children yet to be born, and they in turn would tell their children. 

Then they would put their trust in God and would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands. 

They would not be like their forefathers— a stubborn and rebellious generation, whose hearts were not loyal to God, whose spirits were not faithful to him.  

The men of Ephraim, though armed with bows, turned back on the day of battle;

 they did not keep God's covenant and refused to live by his law.” 

Psalm 78:1-10

To bring them to faith in Christ

When a child is born, it is natural to have many aspirations for them:

· Success

· Happiness

· Security

· Wisdom

· …

There is nothing wrong with many such aspirations.  However, this section deals with the overall ‘aspiration’ the bible teaches us to have in our relationship with children.

Psalm 78 outlines this, and takes us to various markers along that journey:  
Starts with God

We will not conceal them from their children, but tell to the generation to come the praises of the LORD, and His strength and His wondrous works that He has done. (v4b)


Based on what God has put into His people

For He established a testimony in Jacob, and appointed a law in Israel… (v5a)


Leads to teaching

…that they should teach them to their children (v5b)


Brings knowledge

…that the generation to come might know… (v6a)

Breeds trust

Then they would put their trust in God… (v7a)

Brings faith
would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands. 

They would not be like their forefathers— a stubborn and rebellious generation, whose hearts were not loyal to God, whose spirits were not faithful to him. (v7b-8)
We will look in more detail at elements of the process through this paper, but the end point for the Psalmist was faith - a faith that is worked out and proved by faith-filled action and obedience.

Key in understanding this aspiration is an acknowledgement that children are sinful and requiring of such a message.  It is a commonly held belief in society that children are born innocent and good and that it is the world that corrupts them.  This does not hold against biblical truth. Psalm 51:5 states, “"Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me". Ephesians 2:3 says, we are all “by nature children of wrath” (see also Genesis 8:21 and Proverbs 22:15 amongst many others).  Elsewhere, the bible makes clear the state of humanity as a whole and its sinful nature (see Ephesians 2:1-3, Ecclesiastes 9:3 for examples).  

Romans 5:12 says, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned—…".  This makes it clear that all humanity is faced with death as a result of sin entering the world through Adam and therefore working its way into our nature. In verses 18 and 19, Paul goes on to say, “Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men. For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous”.  This completes the circle, that if sin entered into humanity through one man, Adam, the it is through the righteousness of one man, Jesus, that we are justified, bringing us life.  Nowhere are children excluded from these truths.
The final and perhaps most compelling argument for the argument that children are born into sin, is the fact that children die.  If children were sinless, then they would not die, as death is our wage for sin.  The fact that all children can die, as unpleasant a truth as it sounds, must mean that they are also sinners.
Having understood that this is the case, it is appropriate to recognise a parallel biblical truth.  John 9:41 states, 
“Jesus said, "If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin; but now that you claim you can see, your guilt remains.””.  

Whilst it is difficult to understand, both these passages seem to make clear that for those who are not naturally able to see their sinful actions, there is an absolution that takes place at judgment.  There is further support for this if we read Romans 1:20 where Paul talks about man’s rejection of the glory of God revealed in creation:
“Since the creation of the world God's invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse."
The implication is that for a child who is not able to see and understand, then they are with excuse.

Therefore, in a way, a child is saved until they come to a point of being able to make moral choices.  Whilst it remains true that the whole human race is under the penalty of death for our sinful nature, God seems to only implement that judgement upon those who have capacity to see his revealed glory and will, and who reject it.

There is no real clue in scripture as to how this works, but salvation is only available through the cross.  We can therefore be reasonably confident that God grace will use the substitutory work of Christ on the cross in a way that we cannot fathom from our earthly position.

This parallel truth is important from a number of perspectives.  It is first of all hope, particularly for those whose children have died.  I would argue that scripture provides for an ‘excuse’ for those children.  

It also has implication for our expectation of what we expect in terms of faith from children.  If we accept that a child is not able to see and understand the glory of God and His will for their lives, then they are not able to accept or reject it.  Most Church and Jewish traditions have held that there is a point in the life of a person at which they have the ability to see this.  
Whilst I do not think there is a pre-defined age at which they are able to do this, we need to recognise that this is part of the journey to faith outlined in Psalm 78.  Children will enter into different levels of knowledge and trust as they are on this path.  They will also develop an increasing awareness of God’s will and sin.  At some point on this path discernment is needed to work through with them when they have come to true faith in the gospel of Christ.  This has many implications, notably the baptism of children.  I would also suggest that it marks something of a change from being a child to being an ‘adult’ (?).  There is a change in their relationship to church and brings them more directly into the life of the church and carries different blessings and responsibilities.
Having looked at this biblical premise we should understand the importance of revealing to them the Lordship of Christ and His free gift of grace.  God-fearing parents, grandparents, church leaders, church members will be full of zeal to see these small children saved from the ravages of God’s wrath and placed under His grace.
What is not our goal?

There is a temptation to stop short of this.  Perhaps the following are aspirations for their children that churches unwittingly fall into:

· Keeping them quiet
· Making them good or nice
· Bringing them success
There is undoubtedly a temptation in the day by day, week by week family and church life to lose sight of our aspiration, but we must remind ourselves and be disciplined that our goal is to grow children who repent, acknowledge Christ as Lord and put their faith in the gift of grace that he has freely given!

Importance of teaching while young 

The bible is clear in the importance it places in teaching our children.  Ecclesiastes 12:1 says, 

““Remember also your creator in the days of your youth, before the evil days come and the years draw night, when you will say, ‘I have no pleasure in them'”
Proverbs 19:18,

"Discipline your son while there is hope; do not set your heart on his destruction."

Both these passages refer to a passage of time during youth where there is an increased receptivity to the word of God.  There are barriers that set in later that deafen the ears of the hearer.  There is therefore urgency in using this time.
One popular school of thought in today’s post-modern society is that we should not teach our children such truths and that we should wait until they are old enough to make their own choice as to which religious school of thought they will follow.  This argument belies either a lack of understanding of the gospel, or a lack of love for our children.  If we truly believe that as sinners our children are objects of the wrath of God, then we could not hide the truth that can save them from this wrath.
We have 2 choices:

1. To deny the child is sinful and therefore an object of God’s wrath.  As discussed earlier this is biblically untenable, and therefore a denial of the gospel
2. To fail to show due love and care.  Cyprian makes the stark observation, 
“He that minds his Child’s Body more than his Soul, is like, one, that if his Child and his Dog were like to be drowned, should be solicitous to save his Dog, but let the Child perish in the water”
Few people would allow a child to touch a naked flame for fear of injury.  If we truly love and care for our children then we should see to it that first and foremost they are prepared to meet with the one, true, all-powerful, righteous God
The bible does not allow another option!
To conclude this section, here is a recording of an exchange between Jim Elliott and his parents:

“When Jim Elliot aged 22, with a promising future ahead of himself as a church leader, decided to go to evangelise in Quichuas, South America, his parents were not best pleased! He wrote the following to them, “I do not wonder that you were saddened at the word of my going to South America," he replied on August 8. "This is nothing else than what the Lord Jesus warned us of when He told the disciples that they must become so infatuated with the kingdom and following Him that all other allegiances must become as though they were not. And He never excluded the family tie. In fact, those loves that we regard as closest, He told us must become as hate in comparison with our desires to uphold His cause. Grieve not, then, if your sons seem to desert you, but rejoice, rather, seeing the will of God done gladly. Remember how the Psalmist described children? He said that they were as an heritage from the Lord, and that every man should be happy who had his quiver full of them. And what is a quiver full of but arrows? And what are arrows for but to shoot? So, with the strong arms of prayer, draw the bowstring back and let the arrows fly - all of them, straight at the Enemy's hosts. 

"Give of thy sons to bear the message glorious, Give of thy wealth to speed them on their way, Pour out thy soul for them in prayer victorious, And all thou spendest Jesus will repay."”

Surely this is the kind of child we are looking to nurture?

Role of Parents
Primacy of role

There is a primacy given to the role of parents in teaching and shaping children throughout scripture.  Almost all references relating to children in the Old and New Testament, both explicit and implicit, are within the context of parent and child.

In the 10 commandments, other than marriage, it is the only explicit person to person relationship that is mentioned
“Honor your father and your mother, as the LORD your God has commanded you, so that you may live long and that it may go well with you in the land the LORD your God is giving you.” (Deuteronomy 5:16)
As Paul notes in Ephesians 6:2 it is the first commandment with a promise:
“"Honor your father and mother"—which is the first commandment with a promise— "that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth."” (Ephesians 6:2)

John Piper makes the following comment:

“The most important school a child should ever attend is the home. And the most influential theological teachers he should ever have are Mom and Dad.”

Parents need to be careful that they do not leave the teaching of their children to church, Sunday school, school… They have been appointed to a great task for which great grace is afforded them.  The prophet Joel is emphatic in his call to parents:
"Tell your children of it, and let your children tell their children, and their children another generation." (Joel 1:3)

This must be set within a certain context. Whilst God has clearly ordained a special place for the parent child relationship, we must be careful that children do not become our highest calling.  Our first calling must remain to Christ:
“And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life” (Matthew 19:29)
Our view of children and parenting clashes with the romantic worldview that children are everything and must be the top priority in everything.  Parents like Hudson and Maria Taylor or Martin Luther King and his wife Coretta, made massive sacrifices involving their children for the sake of the gospel.  However, both families received great grace upon them.  There is a plain truth that children need to see that:

· God is central and not them

· We love them, because we love God
· We receive them, in order that we might receive God

Unless we model God-centrality, we will breed children for whom God is a periphery figure and who they can take or leave.

Establishment of a ‘family culture’

“These words which I command you this day shall be upon your heart; and you shall teach them diligently to your children and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by that way, and when you lie down and when you rise”, Deuteronomy 6:6-7
Every family is different.  Each person within the family is unique.  It is therefore important to realise that each family will have its own culture. However, unless as parents, we actively consider what our family will look like, it is unlikely to encompass many of the key ingredients of biblical family life.
I would suggest that there are 2 key themes that are paramount in biblical parenting:

1. Explicit teaching
The majority of biblical texts relating to parent to child relationships, speak of ‘telling’, ‘teaching’, ‘speaking’… The above passage from Deuteronomy says to “teach them diligently”.  For some other examples see Deuteronomy 4:9, Joel 1:3, Ephesians 6:1-4.  Such teaching has become unfashionable in parts of today’s church.  It is also something that can feel uncomfortable and that we feel unqualified for.  But there is something key about sitting with our children and explicitly teaching them the truths of God.  And as it is something as parents we have been appointed to, we can have faith that it is something we are also equipped for.
2. Explicit modelling
Colossians 3:21 says, “Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged”.  One of the most obvious causes of discouragement of our children is when a parent teaches one thing yet models another.  This will leave them with no courage in our teaching and no courage in God.  It will break the process to bring them to faith around the teaching/knowledge/trust stages.
The above passage from Deuteronomy carries a sense that as well as explicit teaching, the things of God are being spoken of throughout the day.  As we are about our lives, these things are being spoken of and shown.  Unless we are modelling it through our lives, it is very difficult to continually speak of it.
Spurgeon said the following:
“Your Example may do much towards the Salvation of your Children, your Works will more Work upon your Children, than your Words; your Patterns will do more than your Precepts; your Copies than your Counsels.”
These 2 key themes almost always need worked into our family cultures, and we need to be disciplined to ensure they remain central to who we are.

Personal love for and submission to God and His word
One of the greatest challenges for any parent is to keep time for them to grow in God.  Sunday mornings are often extremely stressful and we struggle to engage as much as others.  Day to day life is hectic!  For those with young children life starts early and fast.  And having spent a day rushing round after children or working, we have a brief time to see our partners and to rest before getting to bed ready for the next day.
And yet the starting point for being able to parent in a Godly way is our own personal walk with God. Deuteronomy 4:9 puts it like this:
"Take heed and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things which your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life; make them known to your children and your children's children” (emphasis added).

If we are going to make the truth known to our children, then we first need to ensure that they are part of us and that they live with us each day. We need to be reminded daily of the grace of God upon our lives.  We need to see the gospel every day as an active living truth that will never fail.

There is no doubt this is hard to schedule, but it forms the bedrock of all else that we do.

Particular role of a father
This area we need to handle with extreme care.  Any additional responsibility and load that is given to fathers is not at the detriment of that given to mothers.  There are many references to the importance of the mother/child relationship, and the partnership between husband and wife is equally key:
· Children are to honour their father and mother, “Honour your father and your mother…” (Deuteronomy 5:16a)

· Mothers are to teach and that teaching carries authority, “My son, keep your father's commands and do not forsake your mother's teaching” (Proverbs 6:20)
So in going on to consider the particular role of the mother, I do not feel that bible forbids any action from the mother, or absolves her from responsibility with the husband for the task of bringing their child to faith.
What I think is clear from scripture is that there is a particular onus upon husbands to ensure that father, mother and children are behaving in a Godly way.  This is a natural flow from the fact that God has appointed the husband as the head of the wife, as dealt with in Ephesians 5:23.  There is a headship and authority given to fathers in a family which must be acknowledged and taken up.

Unfortunately, it has become commonplace for fathers to consider working as their contribution to family life.  Upon their return from work they are too tired to take up their Godly position within the household and bring discipline, correction and teaching.  It therefore ends up being the sole domain of the mother who is often left frustrated that she receives no assistance in the task.

There is no doubt difficulty in juggling long hours at work, busy church life, wider commitments, with a position of head of the family, but it is one that is essential to work out.  This needs to be taken into account when defining a family culture.  The bible is explicit as can be seen in many of the references already quoted in this paper, fathers have a calling to teach, discipline and generally take an active role in the spiritual growth of their children.
Contexts where parents are unwilling/unable to fulfil role
This is an extremely relevant consideration for today’s society.  There can be all kinds of reasons why parents are unwilling/unable to fulfil their role.  The following two general areas cover most of these:
· One, other or both are absent

· One, other or both are non-believing
We have already discovered that the role of parents to child is very important.  It is God’s primary vehicle for delivering His truth from one generation to the next.  However, there is no sign in scripture that God is limited to this.  
One of the most significant parts of Christ’s work on the cross is that God broke the exclusive link with ethnic Israel and sent people out to those born of different cultures to be brought in.  Therefore it is clear that those not born of believing parents were added in.  This may seem obvious, but I think worth stating as we consider how to handle this context.
An interesting New Testament example of where both parents were not able to fulfil their Godly role is in Timothy.  It seems his father was an unbelieving Greek and so unable to fulfil his part in teaching Timothy.  Paul instead makes reference to the faithfulness of his mother Eunice and grandmother Lois.  In 2 Timothy 3:14-15 we read,
“But as for you [Timothy], continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.”
Paul is referring to the teachings of Timothy’s mother and grandmother, and of the great effect of these. 

God does not work exactly the same in every situation.  In laying out normal patterns, God does not become limited.  The fact that where they are able and willing, God will use parents, does not meant that where they are not God is powerless.

I feel there are two biblical principles to apply in these situations:

1. Where possible we should seek to win parents to be able to complete their role.

2. Where there are gaps in the ‘normal’ process, as a church we should seek to fill those gaps and accept that God’s grace and power are sufficient
Role of Church
Indispensable nature of role

“And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way”, Ephesians 1:22-23

Having considered the primacy of the role of parents in shaping Godly children, it is now important to understand the indispensable nature of the role that the church plays in the process.  As for any unbeliever, the church is a key God given view of Himself.  He is the head, we are the body.  

The body of Christ can become a meaningless piece of imagery. Often because we seek to limit its meaning to any body, and draw out the fact that all are important whatever their role.  There is no doubt this is right and this is part of Paul’s application when he talks of the body. But, we are not any old body…we are the body of Christ.  When people see the church, they see Christ.  Church can be frustrating, it can be upsetting, it can be difficult, but it is the body of Christ and reveals the glory of Christ to the world.
Therefore, in developing our children, it is important that they see the church and are given space to see its glory.  This section considers specific areas that the bible suggests the church should involve itself with regards to children.  They are not exclusive – these are some key areas, but there may be others, or indeed further sub-sections.
Corporate brings additional life to home teachings

“At the end of every seven years, at the time of the year of remission of debts, at the Feast of Booths, when all Israel comes to appear before the LORD your God at the place which He will choose, you shall read this law in front of all Israel in their hearing. "Assemble the people, the men and the women and children and the alien who is in your town, so that they may hear and learn and fear the LORD your God, and be careful to observe all the words of this law. Their children, who have not known, will hear and learn to fear the LORD your God, as long as you live on the land which you are about to cross the Jordan to possess.", Deuteronomy 31:10-13
In consideration of this text, Peter Cragie suggest the following:

“The function of the ceremony would be educational. . . . The younger generation, however, would learn for the first time the full meaning of the covenant (v.13). Although they would know about it beforehand, its significance would dawn on them fully only as they left their homes and villages and heard the public reading of the law in the presence of all Israel”

If we return to the path laid out in Psalm 78, this passage of Deuteronomy makes clear that the corporate setting of the people of God has a key role in drawing children along, “Their children, who have not known, will hear and learn to fear the LORD your God”.

Often churches have been led to exclude children from the corporate setting, or at least to involve them as little as possible.  However, if we do this we exclude them from an important part of their learning.  In Joshua 8:34-35 we read of another corporate setting involving children:

“He read all the words of the law, the blessing and the cursing, according to all that is written in the book of the law. There was not a word of all that Moses commanded, which Joshua did not read before all the assembly of Israel , and the women and the little ones and the sojourners who lived among them.”

I cannot imagine that every child, or parent, enjoyed every part of this process!  But what we see is Joshua sharing the fullness of the word of God with His people.  This was not ‘child-friendly’, or softened. Instead, it included the good the bad, the beautiful and the ugly.  This is because Joshua understood the importance of the word of God and that he should not protect people from it.
There is a need for church to consider how it includes children in its corporate settings and to be clear in what it aims to do through it.  Scripture gives us boldness to say that if church always becomes purely an ‘adult setting’ then it cannot say that it passionately seeks to pass on its teachings to the next generation.  The corporate setting is precious to adults, but it should also be precious to our children.

John Piper argues that family life has dissolved in today’s society.  He cites the fact that fathers work long hours, mothers work long hours, time off is spent in front of the telly, we are taught to put self first… He suggests that the church needs to challenge this and puts forward our corporate times together as a place to begin to reclaim family life.  He concludes by saying, “Lets make our corporate worship a family affair”.  This not only makes sense from a sociological point of view, but also a scriptural one.

Individuals with gifting to augment home teachings

To be clear this would most obviously include the role of kids workers, but could also include working on an individual level with kids with certain difficulties, questions or development needs.

There is not extensive explicit scriptural support for this kind of involvement.  However, in itself this does not preclude this happening.  It is also clear that this was not uncommon in Jewish culture, for instance Paul had studied under Galamiel as a young man.
It is certainly clear that the bible does not preclude this kind of activity and I would suggest it is an expression of how the child can interface with the corporate.  Particularly as they get older this will be essential in the transition between being a child in the care of parents and an adult in the wider care of the church.

Teaching and supporting parents

Where the church has an absolutely vital role is in the teaching and support of parents.  

If parents are to teach, they themselves need to be taught.  The church has a major role in ensuring that our parents are well taught and are able to explain things to their children.  It is when talking to a child that you most often discover that actually you are not as clear about things as you thought you were.  You cannot be woolly and avoid doubtful areas, they want to know it all!  Whilst there is no shame in telling our children we don’t know, and in itself this can reveal the glory of God, there is great value in equipping our parents with as clear an understanding of the gospel as is possible.
Alongside this, we must recognise that the role of a parent is an extremely difficult one and one which, if we ignore the grace of God, is impossible to undertake on our own.  The church has a key ministry in releasing parents and supporting them so that they can perform their role.  There may be various applications of this:

· Babysitting

· Meals

· Being around families (which has a two way blessing)

· Finances

Towards the end of the Lord of the Rings trilogy, Sam says to Frodo, “I can’t carry it for you, but I can carry you”.  Whereas it is not appropriate to supplant parents who have their own distinct role, we can play our part in supporting them to successfully complete their role.

A church that is passionate about developing Godly children will undoubtedly be one that is passionate about releasing Godly parents.

Components of growing Godly children

Teaching

Teach a Real, Huge God
“Great is the LORD and most worthy of praise; 
       his greatness no one can fathom.

One generation will commend your works to another; 
       they will tell of your mighty acts.

They will speak of the glorious splendor of your majesty, 
       and I will meditate on your wonderful works. [b]
They will tell of the power of your awesome works, 
       and I will proclaim your great deeds.

They will celebrate your abundant goodness 
       and joyfully sing of your righteousness.

The LORD is gracious and compassionate, 
       slow to anger and rich in love.

The LORD is good to all; 
       he has compassion on all he has made.

All you have made will praise you, O LORD; 
       your saints will extol you.

They will tell of the glory of your kingdom 
       and speak of your might,

 so that all men may know of your mighty acts 
       and the glorious splendor of your kingdom.”, Psalm 145:1-12
We should ensure that the teaching that we bring to our children is God-centric.  There is a temptation to teach children truths that are small enough for them to understand, but the bible is clear that we need to teach a God that is far too big to understand.  Israel would recount the mighty works of their God and His amazing providence to them again and again.

Teach the gospel straight

We also need to teach the nasty bits as well as the nice bits, just as Joshua did (Joshua 8:34-35) and just as Joel encouraged Israel to do (Joel 1).  Our gospel is not ‘nice news’ it is ‘good news’.  Parts of our gospel are actually downright nasty!  If we want our children to grow to faith through the gospel of Christ, we need to preach it all.
They need to see the consequences of sin, they need to be told of the wrath of God, they need to understand that Christ is our substitute (that He took God’s wrath, on our behalf), that we are righteous not because we are good, but because Jesus died.  Romans 1:16 teaches that the gospel is the power of God for salvation.  If we use only half of the gospel it will reduce its effect upon its hearers.  Andrew Bonar, a 19th C Scottish Pastor, when asked what to teach children replied, “We tell them, 'You are sinners, exposed to God's wrath and curse, and you cannot save yourselves; but God's own Son can save you, by Himself bearing that wrath and curse.'”

This should be taught using words they understand as soon as, or even before, they understand them! 
Having said this we need some care in the nature of response we ask for and discern.  We need to acknowledge that the process of knowledge to trust is circular for some time as children grow up.  They learn something, then they trust in it, they learn something else, and they trust in it.  This piece by piece trust in God and His word happens over time.  They will therefore develop trust as far as they are able in the gospel and faith is something that over time they will come to.  Coming to full faith may not therefore be an easily definable experience, so requires some discernment.
Teach with life!
In Psalm 145 quoted above, one of the notable things is the variety of ways they share the goodness of their God.  They did not merely recite words, or blandly reel off accounts, they…

1. Commended His works

2. Told of His mighty acts

3. Spoke of the glorious splendor of His majesty
4. Proclaimed his mighty deeds
5. Celebrated His abundant goodness
6. Joyfully sung of His righteousness
They used a massive array of communications techniques.  When we teach our children at home, in church, in children’s work we must ensure that it never becomes mundane and boring.  That is no reflection of God and is a contradiction to the words that we speak!
Disciplining
There are a number of reasons in life as to why discipline is important (learning at school, developing independence, relating with other children…).  However, if we have an overall aspiration that our children will come to faith, then by far the most important reason for discipline is the effect it has on that process.  In this respect, it is clear that discipline has a double-edged effect.

Discipline enables teaching
Without discipline it is impossible to teach a child.  Unless a child will sit and listen, then it is impossible to tell them of the mighty works of God.  Therefore unless discipline works then we will fail at almost the first hurdle.

Discipline enables child to apply teaching

Discipline is also important to a child once the teaching has been received.  For in order to outwork that teaching and explore its truth, they need to be able to control their own thoughts and actions.  
Discipline also plays a part in the shaping of a child alongside, our verbal teaching and tacit modelling.   Proverbs 22:15 states “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline drives it from him”.  In laying out boundaries and setting in patterns, discipline can shape a child assisting with Godly obedience. 
Principles of discipline
It is not possible to draw out a definitive disciplining technique from the bible, and therefore it is not appropriate for this paper to try!  There is ongoing discussion in society as to what is appropriate in this matter, particularly with regard to whether we should be able to smack children or not.  

The bible talks most often about the use of the rod!  However, there are probably relatively few Christian parents who would advocate the use of the rod in their own families!  Understanding the context and culture that these passages were written in, we can see that this was a far more common parenting technique, but the technique was not what was being taught, but the principle.  The following are principles that come through from scripture with regards our discipline:
1. Discipline out of love not anger
Proverbs 13:24 states, “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him”.  If we truly aspire to see our children come through to faith, and take the biblical premise that they should to be taught as part of this process, then out of love we will discipline them.  That way they will be ready to receive teaching.  Hebrews 12 further describes the discipline of God to His children, “Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.”
2. Discipline has to work
Whatever discipline tool we use has to work.  Where a child is unable to do as they are told by their parent or another person in authority, then there is a problem.  This is not about a ‘naughty child’, instead it relates to the future of the child’s soul.  Not only does it mean that the child has failed to obey God’s chosen way for children to honour and obey their parents, but they are also denied the opportunity to learn any more about their God.  It is therefore key that from an early age, children are disciplined effectively and taught to honour and obey their parents.
3. Discipline should be gracious
Discipline should still model the grace of God to our children.  Our children should understand, and therefore be taught, that disciplining is an act of love for them.  Each time they are disciplined they should understand that out of love for them, we are training them to know right from wrong, and ultimately for them to see Christ.
We do not need to explain this in full each time, but it should be a general understanding that they develop.
It is also important to take care on what form discipline takes.  Titus says that grace teaches us to say no, and therefore must teach us right and wrong.  In fact, Paul makes clear that grace puts right and wrong in our hearts.  Gracious discipline is part of this process.  Discipline that confronts and convicts.  Children should be made aware of where and why their behaviour is wrong.  That is why ‘bribery’ although a common and sometimes easy route is limited in its effect.  It teaches that we receive reward if we behave well, but nothing if do not.  From a biblical point of view, discipline should make clear the seriousness of wrong-doing.  However, blessing should never become too closely tied to good behaviour as this undermines our whole message of grace, that it is regardless of our works that we are blessed.  Children can still be disciplined and know blessing, with time, they can even see their discipline as blessing (maybe!).
Praying
“O LORD, God of our fathers Abraham, Isaac and Israel, keep this desire in the hearts of your people forever, and keep their hearts loyal to you. And give my son Solomon the wholehearted devotion to keep your commands, requirements and decrees and to do everything to build the palatial structure for which I have provided."” 1 Chronicles 29:18-19
Prayer is a great tool from many points of view!  Not only does it make our request before the creator of the universe and the owner of salvation, but it also changes our mindset.  

To explain, it is easy when in the heat of a situation to believe that everything relies on you.  You start to believe that if you don’t do certain things, everything will collapse.  Worse still, when things start to go wrong, you believe that it is all your fault – “I didn’t try hard enough”, “I was not faithful enough”, “If only I’d listened to…”.  Prayer by its very nature should put the responsibility back to God.  Prayer is a way of saying to God, this is your problem, not mine.  It retains our rightful position as a co-worker, but not one who carries the responsibility, or the necessary equipment.
In parenting, if prayer has no other power, then it is worth it just for this!  However, prayer is not a mindset change tool.  It is also communicating with the only one who can fulfil the stated aspiration we have for our children.  It is only in Christ and His gospel that our children can be saved.  God is the only one who can deliver it, so He is the right person to request it of.

David examples this for us in the above 1 Chronicles quote.  He prays for His son Solomon that he would have a whole-hearted devotion to be faithful to God’s word.  He knows that God is the only one who can do that, and we know that it happens through the gospel which gives righteousness to those who put their faith in it.
Removing hindrances
“Now they were bringing even infants to him that he might touch them; and when the disciples saw it, they rebuked them. But Jesus called them to him, saying, "Let the children come to me, and do not hinder them; for to such belongs the kingdom of God. Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it."”, Luke 18:15-17
Here in Luke, we read an account of parents bringing their children to touch Jesus.  When His disciples rebuked them, Jesus overruled them and commanded them not to hinder.  The question I want to consider here is how we can hinder our children from touching Jesus.

This paper is not intended to deal with practical areas and so will not cover in detail possible hindrances.  However, the following areas may be worth considering:

1. Our pride
It is easy to thrive on feedback!  It is good to know we are appreciated and that people like us.  When we help children this kind of feedback is short, if present at all.  They won’t go to others and say what a good person we are.  Their appreciation of us brings us little satisfaction.  In effect, most of the things we do for children are hidden.  
Matthew 6 talks of these secret acts of righteousness and talks of God’s extra pleasure in them, and an increased reward.
2. Wrong understanding of the presence of God
The disciples probably didn’t want the children around Jesus because they brought a sense of disorder.  They also interrupted Jesus meeting with the ‘important people’, the adults!  We too easily fall into the trap of seeing the presence of God being a fragile, delicate thing that can be broken by a misplaced cry.  This is wrong!  Jesus will not withdraw himself for these things.  In fact He made it clear to His disciples that actually the children stood as an example of how to receive the kingdom of God, so they actually enhance our entering into the presence of God.  We’ll look at this in more detail when we consider the Role of Children in the next section.

3. Own understanding of God and His teaching
It is one of the hardest tasks we have to share our faith with our children.  As a parent, I would feel far more qualified discussing my faith with a local rugby club, a roomful of doctors trained in evolutionary theories or in my workplace.  With children there is absolutely no room to fudge issues, or to assume they know and can understand.  They want to know exactly what, how and why.
Discussion with children are great for clarifying things in your own mind that you never knew were cloudy!  But they can also feel quite intimidating.  We need to accept that actually it is a very difficult task, and realise that God’s grace is there when we don’t know the answers.  It will benefit our children to know that actually our God is not understandable…not even by mummy and daddy!  We also have a responsibility to learn and find out.  As church we need to equip parents and those involved with children to deal with these things.
4. There are many others!
To suggest a few possible hindrances, poor thought/planning, inconvenience, embarrassment, legalism and discipline without teaching…
Role of children

So far in this paper we have considered mainly how the church relates to children.  This section is explicitly included to consider how children relate to the church and ultimately God.  These are things we need to communicate to our children at the earliest opportunity as it gives them a part to play and enables them to begin to exercise their trust, and grow towards faith.

Respect, obey and submit to earthly parents

“Honor your father and your mother, as the LORD your God has commanded you, so that you may live long and that it may go well with you in the land the LORD your God is giving you”, Deuteronomy 5:16

That children respect, obey and submit to their earthly parents is common theme throughout scripture.  It is included, in Deuteronomy 5:16, as part of the 10 commandments given to Moses.  These described to the people of God what they should look like, and gave instruction as to what Godly community looks like.  As noted earlier, Paul observes that this is the first commandment with a promise (Ephesians 6:2).  It is also the first commandment that deals with man to man relationships rather than man to God.
Whilst discipline will be used to train children, children themselves should grow to be honouring to their parents.  It is the first responsibility that God gives to any of us.  If we take this responsibility up then we will hear and see the good news of Christ and receive training in it.  This will bring us the accompanying promise.  

Encourage the body to meet with God

“An argument arose among the disciples as to which of them was the greatest. But when Jesus perceived the thought of their hearts, He took a child and put him by His side and said to them, “Whoever receives this child in my name receives me, and whoever receives me receives him who sent me, for he who is least among you all is the one who is great””, Luke 9:46-48
Jesus here produces a shocking truth to challenge the heart of the disciples.  They argued as to who was the greatest amongst them and no doubt had lots of compelling arguments for each of them!  Jesus takes the least likely person, a child, and in effect says that they are the greatest!  He also says that if we receive this child then we will also receive Jesus, and He who sent Him.
Jesus, on a number of occasions relates the acceptance of the weak and needy with the acceptance of Him (also consider Matthew 25:31-46).  The out-workings of this snippet of conversation are incredible.  Parents can meet with God by meeting with their children.  Now we need to be careful.  The children in no way become God and we cannot enter into idolatry.  But what we can see is that if we have a spirit that humbles ourselves and our needs and gives space to our children, then we are in a good place to meet with God.

This also has implications for our corporate settings.  How often have Christians discussed how to avoid children upsetting the presence of God?  Here, Jesus says the opposite, that in accepting the children and putting our needs to one side, we encourage the presence of God (or at least our receipt of it).
This is an important biblical concept that our relationships with children can actually draw us into the presence of God!  Our children can be encouraged to lead us as such.  They may be messy, they may not be predictable, they may make us look foolish, but in humbling ourselves, we will find true greatness!
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