A THEOLOGY OF CHILDREN'S MINISTRIES AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

THE VALUE OF CHILDREN

1. We believe that God is honored when persons created in his image are treated with honor and love for the sake of Christ.  Therefore we stand firmly against the cultural trend of cheapening and dishonoring human life. We want to affirm forcefully that children are a "heritage from the Lord" (Psalm 127:3). Children are a gift from God. They are freely given as a sign of His blessing. Parents do not somehow earn the right to have a child. Instead, God pours out His grace on them by allowing them to become parents.

2. Human life, from its earliest pre-born form in the womb until death, is the unique work of God and has value in reflecting the personhood of God. Human life is utterly unique among all of created life because humans are created in the image of God (Genesis 1:27; James 3:9) with the capacity to consciously know and enjoy and glorify God. The value of human life is precisely its awesome potential to reflect the glory of God through faith (Romans 4:20) and God-centered good deeds (Matthew 5:16).

3. We value children before they are born. The Bible teaches that already in the womb God is knitting together a human person. Psalm 139:13 says, "Thou didst knit me together in my mother's womb." And Job 31:15 says, "Did not he who made me in the womb make him? And did not one fashion us in the womb?" We believe that God is honored when persons created in His image are treated with honor and love for the sake of Christ. Abortion on demand reflects the devaluing of human life. We proclaim the truth of Scripture: God's image is not to be snuffed out, whether that image dwells in a mother's womb, an incubator, or a ward for the terminally ill.

4. We value children as much as we value every other age group.  Jesus taught us about the value of children when He rebuked His disciples because they tried to prevent children from touching Him (Mark 10:13-16). We know that children are a blessing and a heritage from God. It is our hope and our prayer that God will so work that at Poolesville we will always welcome children, teach and minister to children, and love children because God loves children and He wants to save them and meet all their deepest needs.

THE NATURE OF CHILDREN

1. Children have a sinful nature

a) The value of children as persons created in the image of God is not forfeited in this life even though all persons come into the world with a corrupt, sinful nature inherited from Adam (Romans 5:12-19). The image of God is defaced but not destroyed. Humans are not mere animals even in their worst sin. There remains until death the potential of regeneration and recreation in the moral likeness of Christ to the glory of God (Ephesians 2:5-10; 4:24; John 3:3-8).

b) Nevertheless, we are all by nature born as "children of wrath" (Ephesians 2:3) and are headed for destruction unless new birth, repentance and faith unite us to Christ, whose death covers the guilt of all who belong to Him (Ephesians 5:25-26; Hebrews 10:14).

c) Thus, we believe in the wonderful potential of children to become men or women whose lives are immensely significant because they can bring glory to God and great good to their fellow human beings. We also believe in the power of God to change children so that they become vessels for His use even while they are still children. But we do not believe that their true potential will be realized if children are left to their own moral resources. Children are spiritually dead until born of God (Ephesians 2:3; John 3:6).

d) In their spiritual deadness they are without saving faith and therefore without the moral ability to submit to God or please God (Romans 8:7-8). "Whatever is not from faith is sin" (Romans 14:23). "Without faith it is impossible to please God" (Hebrews 11:6). Therefore conversion to faith in Christ is indispensable for a life of true and lasting significance.

2. Children are immature

a) In addition to sharing the fallen, sinful nature that all humans have, children are also less developed in their physical, intellectual and emotional capacities than adults are. They are in the process of growing up.

b) Some of the marks of immaturity in children are brought out in the following passages of Scripture:

· . . . so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the cunning of men, by their craftiness in deceitful wiles. (Ephesians 4:14)

· Brethren, do not be children in your thinking; be babes in evil, but in thinking be mature. (1 Corinthians 14:20)

· When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became a man, I gave up childish ways. (1 Corinthians 13:11)

· Though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need some one to teach you again the first principles of God's word. You need milk, not solid food; for every one who lives on milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, for he is a child. (Hebrews 5:12-13)

c) From these texts we see that children are in the formative stages of learning to think and reason and make moral judgments about what is good and bad, true and false, beautiful and ugly, wise and foolish, etc. They are easily swayed by cunning and deceit. They lack experience in righteousness, and need to grow up into a way of speaking and thinking and reasoning that is mature and not childish.

d) The point of these texts is not to belittle children but to warn adults not to be like children in ways that are meant to be left behind in childhood. Children are not to be criticized for their immaturity, but rather lovingly and patiently nurtured toward mature adulthood.

3. Children are dependent

a) Jesus said, "Truly I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven" (Matthew 18:3-4). This does not mean that children are sinless or that they are mature. It means that they are helpless and needy and utterly dependent on their parents for what they need. Moreover, they have a kind of natural humility in that they do not make pretenses of self-sufficiency. They accept their limitations and lose no sleep over not being able to drive a [the] car or earn a living or run a computer. They are happy to depend on their mother and father for what they need. They are models of happy trust in the protection and provision of their parents.

b) Jesus is not naive about the self-centeredness of children. When he says, "To such belongs the Kingdom of God" (Mark 10:14), the likeness He is commending is not the gullibility, or the self-centeredness, or the immature thought patterns, or the naiveté about the world, but rather the free and natural dependence and trust that should also characterize our reliance on our heavenly Father. We are to be like the lilies of the field and the birds of the air (Matthew 6:26, 28) and the babes in their mothers' arms. They do not fret, but trust that God will provide for their needs.

4. Children become accountable

a) In one sense it is impossible to define what any given child is like, because children are always developing. One day they have one propensity, the next they may have another. Thus, all our descriptions of children must be understood as being on a continuum from total helplessness to strong mature adulthood.

b) It is necessary to say in this regard that children gradually become more and more accountable for believing what is true and doing what is right. There is a time in the earliest years when children are not held accountable for failure to know and believe and do certain things. This is because accountability to know and believe and act assumes a certain level of natural ability.

c) We are distinguishing natural ability from moral ability. None of us as fallen sinners, dead in our trespasses, was morally able to believe and obey God. We loved sin too much to come to the light (John 3:19-20). We could not because we would not. Our will was so enslaved to sin (Romans 6:20) that it was morally unable to submit to God (Romans 8:7). So even though we were morally unable to do right, we were held accountable to do it, because accountability assumes natural (or physical) ability, not moral ability.

d) Natural ability means having the basic physical prerequisites for knowing what is true and right. It includes having a mind that is physically developed enough to perceive the world and process moral thoughts. It also includes having the necessary facts from which truth and right can be inferred. When these two things are present (a relatively mature mind and the necessary facts) then physical ability is present and a person is held accountable for knowing and doing what is right.

e) This means that there are increasing stages of moral accountability in a child's life. A one year-old can be taught not to touch the electric socket and can be held accountable for simple levels of obedience. But a one-year-old is not accountable to understand and believe the gospel. He does not have the mental capacities or the powers of perception to grasp the meaning of sin and redemption.

f) Thus, we believe there is an "age of accountability" when a child is morally responsible to put his faith in Jesus and declare war on sin. Jesus said that the "little ones" believed in Him such that they served as an example to the disciples (Matthew 18:3-6). No one but God knows the exact moment when a child reaches such an age. Nor is it crucial to know when a child comes to the age of accountability, if efforts are being made all along the way to present Christ in the fullest, most loving and truthful way so that children may believe as much as they can at every level of development. God will determine when a simple acquiescence to parental teaching becomes personal, authentic faith.

THE RESPONSIBILITY OF PARENTS TOWARD THEIR CHILDREN

All of the biblical truths about the value and nature of children constitute the foundation upon which we must build our attitudes and actions toward children and children's ministries. We love our children. We treasure our children as wonderful gifts from our heavenly Father. We see beautiful lessons, for individuals and for the family of God as a whole, embodied in the children of Poolesville. With all of these truths in mind, we turn now to a dominant biblical theme regarding interaction, under God, between adults and children.

1. Responsibility to teach and model God's truth

a) The Bible consistently and explicitly lays upon parents the primary responsibility for teaching and modeling God's truths to children. It is crucial that there be a clear understanding of the primary role parents have in the training of children, so that the biblical responsibility given to parents is not ignored and laid on the church.

b) The most striking thing is that parents are constantly charged with the primary responsibility for the training of their children. The great command of the Bible is to "love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might" (Deuteronomy 6:5; see also Matthew 22:37). These words "shall be on your heart" (Deuteronomy 6:6). Then Moses tells us, 
"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 the way and when you lie down and when you rise up" (Deuteronomy 6:7; see also Deuteronomy 11:18-21).

c) There are at least two implications from these verses. First, Moses teaches adults the Word of God, and the adults are then expected to pass it on to their children. Second, adults will only be effective teachers if these words are "on their heart." If these words are on their heart, adults will be able to teach their children in every situation of life, whether they are sitting, walking, or lying down. This point is utterly crucial. What parents end up teaching children is what they (parents) treasure and love. If they love God with all their hearts, they will seek to instill that love in their children in every situation which arises. Therefore, the most important thing the church can do for children is to trumpet a vision of God and nurture adults in the wisdom of the Scriptures.

d) Many Scriptures show that parents have the primary responsibility to "train up a child in the way that he should go" (Proverbs 22:6). For example, Ephesians 6:1-4 says:

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. "Honor your father and mother" (this is the first commandment with a promise), "that it may be well with you and that you may live long on the earth." Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

This shows, first of all, that both parents are to be obeyed. Therefore, both parents have authority to teach and guide their children. It is important that parents function as a team and present a united front to their children when the standards of the home are in question. Second, the text shows that fathers bear a special responsibility in teaching their children. Fathers are singled out. Mothers are to support and help, and may even have some superior gifts in this matter of teaching their children the things of God and training them in righteousness. But the father should still feel the main responsibility to see that this kind of discipline and instruction happens.

e) This is confirmed in the book of Proverbs where the responsibility of a father to teach his sons is emphasized again and again with the words "my son" and "my sons" (Proverbs 1:8,10,15; 2:1; 3:1; 4:1, 10; 5:1, 7; 6:1, 20; 7:1, 24; 8:32). We want to emphasize the depth and the breadth of this parental role. It is a high calling: to impart words of life, to be God's messengers of truth and love to children created by Him and in His image. The responsibility of parenting is powerfully expressed in Moses' words: 
"Take to heart all the words I have solemnly declared to you this day, so that you may command your children to obey carefully all the words of this law. They are not just idle words for you they are your life" (Deuteronomy 32:45-47 NIV). 
It is clear from these verses that parents are to "carefully" teach children "all" of the Word of God, and impart the amazing truth that God's Word is our life.

2. Responsibility to discipline

a) The time of youth is favorable to forming lifelong attitudes toward God. Ecclesiastes 12:1 says, 
"Remember also your Creator in the days of your youth, before the evil days come, and the years draw nigh, when you will say, I have no pleasure in them.'" 
If it is true that children are born with evil inclinations, but are malleable and more easily formed when young, then they not only need teaching, they need corrective, loving discipline. Proverbs 22:15 says, 
"Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline drives it far from him." 
Note that children are not naturally good or wise. There is "folly" in their heart. "Foolishness," according to Proverbs, is not just an intellectual deficiency but also a moral one (see also Proverbs 29:15).

b) Parents, therefore, have the responsibility to discipline their children in the Lord. Scripture commands us, "Discipline your son, and he will give you rest; he will give delight to your soul" (Proverbs 29:17). Compare here the important verses on how God disciplines us, and the discipline of a father in Hebrews 12:5-11.

c) Such discipline is rooted in love. In fact, those who do not discipline their children ultimately do not love them!

· He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him. (Proverbs 13:24)
· Discipline your son, for in that there is hope; do not be a willing party to his death. (Proverbs 19:18 NIV)

We discipline our children because we love them so much that we want them to escape death. So we now see that the dual parental responsibilities of teaching and disciplining assist our children to escape death and to find life!

d) This does not mean, however, that we can guarantee a child's commitment to Jesus by proper teaching and discipline. Children have wills of their own and can walk in either obedience or rebellion (Matthew 10:21). Parents must teach, but children must grow in their own faith. Proper teaching, discipline and modeling will encourage them to consider seriously the claims of Christ on their lives, but only God can draw them to Himself.

e) Teaching and discipline do not exhaust our parental responsibilities. We focus on these two because they are especially highlighted in Ephesians 6:4, "Bring up [your children] in the discipline and instruction of the Lord." Other passages of Scripture discuss other responsibilities. For example, "encouragement" is a crucial role according to Colossians 3:21: "Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become discouraged." In all our teaching and discipline we are to constantly give hope and courage to our children that by God's help they can live joyful, productive lives for His glory. 
IMPLICATIONS OF THESE TEACHINGS

These biblical teachings carry certain implications for the parents at Poolesville and for the congregation. We turn to a brief examination of those implications before we focus on our goals for Poolesville's children's ministry.

Implications for parents

a) The Bible consistently and explicitly lays the primary responsibility for teaching children on their parents. Children's programs in a church can help, strengthen, confirm and reinforce what parents are teaching. But they should never be the primary or substantial vehicle for the teaching of children. As parents, this should drive us to our knees. We exert the most significant influence on our children. We as parents should be more worried about our children leaving the faith because of our own sin and weakness than about them leaving because of the church.

b) Given what we have said above about discipline, it follows that children should be taught (disciplined) to pay attention and not to unduly disrupt worship services, Sunday School classes, or any other church function. This means that parents also will be teaching their children to respect other authorities in their lives.

c) At Poolesville, we want children to worship with their parents as soon as they are able to sit through the service. We believe children absorb much from attending worship services with parents who go hard after God week in and week out. Children who are encouraged to participate by singing and listening will sense the importance of worship. Such children will be less disruptive during classes and services, thereby benefiting everyone involved. (For more specific guidance on children in worship see John and Noel Piper's article, "The Family Together in God's Presence." 

Implications for the church

a) Since it is primarily the parents' responsibility to teach their children the ways of God, children's ministries are provided to assist parents in that role, not to take it from them. When children are entrusted into the care of the church, we will seek to provide faith-nurturing programs that will fit their needs and will support home-based training.

b) At the same time, however, we must remember that we are the extended family of Jesus. As such, we must support and encourage each other, especially those who come from unbelieving families. We must endeavor to become for children and their families the extended "family of God" where support, encouragement, teaching and training are a regular part of life.

c) Sunday morning classes are Poolesville's primary vehicle for imparting Biblical truth to children. Other activities shall be encouraged to provide positive learning and ministry experiences which will complement the Sunday morning experience and the teaching received at home.

d) We have examined some fundamental truths about the value and nature of children and the primary responsibility upon parents to train and discipline children. From these, we conclude that Poolesville will be a powerful influence for the good of children if the church equips parents to savor a vision of God, to have God's truths in their hearts and on their lips, and to understand that they must pass these life-giving truths on to their children. If the church successfully empowers and assists parents in those responsibilities, then the children in the church will be, by God's grace, mightily blessed.

FINAL COMMENTS

Jesus said, "Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me; and whoever receives me, receives not me but him who sent me" (Mark 9:37).

Because it is a great privilege and delight to welcome Jesus and to minister to him, we highly value ministry to children. Under the Lord's leading we commit Poolesville to prayer, to planning and to funding for orderly, effective, "Jesus-welcoming" ministries to and among children. As Elders, we commit ourselves anew to support parents, to equip them for the responsibilities given them to welcome, value and love the children of Poolesville, and to encourage, support and value those who minister among "these little ones." We believe that by God's grace the prayer and service of adults in children's ministries will have great effects in the lives of children and in the church as a whole. Children will acknowledge Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, they will grow to savor God in worship, they will be strengthened in their vision of God through careful teaching of the Scriptures, and they will learn how to spread His praise to all nations! Jesus will have been welcomed in our midst, and the angels who are watching our children will look at the Father, and smile.

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. (Ephesians 3:20-22 NIV)

