A Teacher Like No Other #13

“Necessity or Nuisance?”

Matthew 18:1-14
The website banner caught my eye: “Are you a preacher or a performer?” I clicked on the link and it took me to another page, where the question could be answered by responding to one other question: “If a baby cries during your sermon, does that annoy you?” If your answer is no, then you truly are a preacher; if your answer is yes, then you are merely a performer, according to the site.

I really had to think about that one! I eventually concluded that my answer would have to be yes and no. Early in my preaching career, I would have to honestly answer in the affirmative, but as time has passed, I find that I don’t mind hearing from the little ones of the church family. (At least I know they’re awake!)

Some preachers—and some churches—do not share the same sentiment, though. They treat children more as a nuisance than as a necessity. They reflect the attitude of the apostles as recorded in Mark 10:13, “People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them.”

Can you picture the scene? Parents (and perhaps some grandparents) of young children are pushing to the front of the crowd, hoping that Jesus would bless them. In those days it was common for parents to bring their children to rabbis and elders for blessing.
 But the disciples try to push them away, saying something like, “We don’t have time for this! Move along! The Master has far more important things to do!”  We can shake our heads and cluck our tongues at them, but how often have we been guilty of the same thing, particularly when it comes to church? 

What did Jesus think of children? Last week we considered what He taught about marriage, so I thought it would be appropriate to spend this morning focusing on Jesus’ attitudes and actions regarding children.

How Important Children Are to God

The first truth to note is how important children are to God. Allow me to complete the reading of the passage I mentioned earlier, from Mark 10:14, “When Jesus saw this, he was indignant.” The reaction of Jesus is indicative. The King James Version records that He was “much displeased,” but that is too tame. The New Living Translation uses “angry” to describe His emotion. The original Greek is best rendered “indignant,” as do J. B. Phillips and the niv as well. He openly rebuked His disciples for standing in the way.
 

Only Mark records that Jesus was “indignant” when he realized what the disciples were doing. Mark never softens the human emotions of Jesus, nor is he less than candid about the failings of the disciples.

Jesus did not have a short fuse, but the New Testament records a few occasions in which He became “good and angry.” (Some mistakenly think that anger is sin, but the Bible states in Psalm 4:4, “In your anger do not sin,” and Paul quotes this same phrase in Ephesians 4:26. Anger is not itself sin, although uncontrolled anger can lead to sin.) It took a lot to make Jesus angry while He was on earth, and we ought to take notice what things upset Him! Jesus was indignant that anyone should think children unimportant.

He went on to say in verse 15, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.”  Jesus says that the children were better kingdom examples than were the adults. We tell the children to behave like adults, but Jesus tells the adults to model themselves after the children!

We should note that Jesus taught childlikeness as a human trait, not childish​ness. What makes children so apt an illustration is not their innocence, but their simplicity, gratitude and trustfulness. They are helpless, and so they are utterly dependent. They trust in someone else because they have to. If we turn it around, Jesus’ teaching is forceful and direct. Nothing bars the entrance to the Kingdom so effectively as self-trust and pride in one’s attainments, just as no attitude so commends us to God as one of helpless trust.

Verse 16 concludes, “And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them and blessed them.” At least some of these children were small enough for Jesus to take in His arms—perhaps we would consider them still babies. Perhaps others were toddlers or what we would call “grade-school age.” Curiously, the Greek verb here is katalogein, a compound word meaning, “to bless fervently.” This was the overflowing of Jesus’ divine love for children.
 What a vivid demonstration of how important children are to God! As John MacArthur notes, “If we truly want to know how God regards children, we need look no farther than the lap of Jesus.”

Now turn to the Scripture passage read for us earlier: Matthew 18:1-14. The text begins with a question from the disciples to Jesus: “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” Luke 9:46 reveals the background: “An argument started among the disciples as to which of them would be the greatest.” Oh, how competitive the disciples were! How many times does the New Testament document their arguments over who was the greatest among them! William Barclay remarks, “The very fact that they asked that question showed that they had no idea at all what the Kingdom of Heaven was.”

Such selfishness and disunity of God’s people is a scandal to the Christian faith. What causes these problems? Pride—thinking ourselves more important than we really are. It was pride that led mankind into sin at the beginning. Whenever Christians are living for themselves and not for others, then there is bound to be conflict and division among them.
 That is a poor reflection on Christ.

Rather than a lengthy explanation, Jesus calls for a living illustration:

He called a little child and had him stand among them. And he said: “I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” 

Surrounded by grown men, the child must have looked insignificant, which of course is Jesus’ point. He tells them they must become “like little children;” adults tend to leave childlike ways behind them, but Jesus is pointing out that there are some things to be learned from small children. He seems to be referring to the insignificance and unimportance of children as the ancient world saw them, perhaps also to qualities like trustfulness and dependence. Adults like to assert themselves and to rely on their own strength and wisdom. This attitude is impossible for those who wish to enter the kingdom.

How do we become like little children? The key word is “humble.” Someone has accurately defined humility as “that grace that, when you know you have it, you’ve lost it!” It has well been said, “True humility is not thinking meanly of oneself; it is simply not thinking of oneself at all.”

Notice, though, that “humble” is used as a verb: We are to “humble ourselves.” We should not take this to mean “humbles himself as this little child humbles himself” but rather “humbles himself until he becomes like this little child.” Humility was a quality Jesus himself displayed and which he looks for in his own. It is not a quality that comes easily and naturally to people like us; a person must work at being really humble.

So how do we do it? Warren Wiersbe writes,

True humility means knowing yourself, accepting yourself, and being yourself—your best self—to the glory of God. It means avoiding two extremes: thinking less of yourself than you ought to, or thinking more of yourself than you ought to. The truly humble person does not deny the gifts God has given him, but uses them to the glory of God.

In all of this, we see that Jesus had great regard for the status of the child. He saw in a child the model of dependency and trust, the mind of innocence and humility. He saw a person eager to please and give thanks, quick to express love, and quick to receive and obey what was commanded and taught. So He used a child for the purpose of analogy—to teach His disciples dependency, trust, humility, affection, and obedience. A child was His best illustration of the redeemed believer, who was in the kingdom of salvation.

Jesus then shows the seriousness of bringing harm to a child in verses 5-9,

“And whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name welcomes me. But if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea. 

“Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to sin! Such things must come, but woe to the man through whom they come! If your hand or your foot causes you to sin cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of hell. 
It seems that Jesus is, in these verses, blending two concepts: the human child as an example of humility, and the child of God no matter what his age might be.
 The word little is sometimes used of importance in this world rather than age, for example, in the expression “both great and small” (cf. Acts 8:10). This view is assisted by the fact that the little one in question is said to believe in Jesus. The addition in me makes it clear that it is faith in Christ that is in question, faith that trusts in him alone, centers its trust in him. We should understand Jesus to be referring to lowly disciples, those who claim nothing great for themselves but trust him for all things; they are “God’s little people.”
 As Christians, we must not only accept the little children for Jesus’ sake; but we must also receive all of God’s children and seek to minister to them. 

As such, it is a serious matter to cause a child to sin or to lead him astray. It is equally as serious to cause another believer to stumble because of our poor example. True humility thinks of others, not of self.
 The person who leads others to sin is storing up grievous trouble for himself.

Verse ten is the basis some take for a popular belief: “See that you do not look down on one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven.﻿” This has lead many to believe that every person is assigned a guardian angel. (The New English Bible even translates this, “guardian angels.”) Chuck Swindoll points out, 

Give some thought to the possessive “their.” In other words, children have their own angels—unseen guardians—who are actually appointed by God. The same is true of adults (Acts 12:15). We have been appointed angelic assistance. In numerous yet invisible ways, they come to our aid.

Others point out, though, that such angels may not “guard” people on earth, but rather represent people before the Father in heaven.
 If such guardianship were meant here, they argue, it would point to something so significant that we would expect references to guardian angels elsewhere, and we do not find them. We can say no more than that the passage looks like a reference to guardian angels but comes short of proof, and in any case we have no further information on who such angels are or what they do. Certainly the angels to whom Jesus refers are in heaven; he further says that they continually see the face of my Father. Perhaps our insertion of “guardian” before angel is misleading: the angels of which Jesus speaks do not “guard” the little ones, but bring their situation before God. He is using picturesque language to bring out the truth that God in heaven is aware of the situation here on earth of even the lowliest of his people.
 At any rate, Jesus is pointing out how important children are to God.

Verses 12-14 are not often included in studying this passage, but I believe they fit into the same theme:

“What do you think? If a man owns a hundred sheep, and one of them wanders away, will he not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go to look for the one that wandered off? And if he finds it, I tell you the truth, he is happier about that one sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not wander off. In the same way your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost. 

Notice Jesus’ words, “these little ones” at the end of verse 14. He is still speaking of those children—literally and figuratively—as He has throughout this passage. Using the familiar image of a shepherd, Jesus describes the Father’s concern over any one of the “little ones” who could be lost.

This extended teaching brings home the truth that the little ones matter to God.

How Important Are Children to Us?

This leads to my second point, which takes the form of a question: How important are children to us? Are we more like the disciples or like Jesus in this story? As a church family, how important are children to us?

As a society we say one thing but act another. Politicians will decry child abuse and neglect, yet have legalized their slaughter before birth and give millions of dollars per year to fund those who do so. They promise “no children left behind” in education, but take financial resources promised to schools and spend them on their own pet projects.

Yet are we any better? We say that we want young families with small children to be a part of our church family, but how do we react when a baby cries or a child makes noise in our service? How willing are we to take a turn watching the little ones next door, allowing their perhaps frazzled parents to enjoy worship (or maybe a few precious moments of shut-eye)? Are we prepared to step up and lead a group of children in Sunday school or youth group, or are we willing to contribute to pay for someone to do it?

I have long believed that the local church family ought to be a healthy mixture of generations—from the oldest to the youngest, relating to one another in Christian love. Now that we have completed our renovations, we are looking to grow as a congregation. But I guarantee that many young families are looking for churches that have ministries for their children before they will darken the door of the church.

Some people say you should wait to talk with children about faith, salvation and other spiritual issues until they can think abstractly. Later in the teenage years you can reason with them…mind to mind, intellect to intellect. Yet parents who wait are often dismayed as their children grow up with no spiritual roots…only because of failure to plant seeds of truth in the earlier years.

As a product of early childhood Christian education, I am a strong advocate of reaching children at an early age. I may not be the best person to do it—I don’t think that is where my spiritual gifts lie—but I wholeheartedly support those who can…and do!

I am not charting a course for children ministries for Texas Christian Church; I am issuing a challenge that we all take this very seriously. We need to establish the structure and begin filling the necessary positions for a children’s ministry for the little ones of our congregation. We need to identify, train, and give opportunities to those in our midst whom God is calling for this service. We need to be willing to reach outside our walls to bring in those who are called, gifted, and trained to reach children and youth.

I don’t believe we can wait until we have a roomful of children to decide what to do and where to go. No responsible parents would wait until they bring a child home to make room for a nursery and equip it! Let’s begin now, with the children and youth already among us, and truly be a church family welcoming little ones with open arms.

We see in the Scripture how important children are to God.

How important are children to us? 
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