GLEANINGS — December 7, A.D. 2014                                                                                                               Suffer the Little Children

That old English rendition of a saying of Jesus has given rise to playful quips about the exasperation of adults as they interact with the very young. Without dereliction in our duties as parents, as grandparents, or as others who have promised to support parents*, let's fight that tendency toward exasperation (perhaps thereby remaining young at heart ourselves) and remember that the Bible says:

"Behold, children are a heritage from the LORD, the fruit of the womb is a reward." (Psalm 127:3)

The actual sense of the phrase (suffer the little children) in Christ's teaching, recorded by three of the four Gospel writers, is that of allowing, or permitting the little children. For instance, the English Standard Version of Luke 18:15,16 reads:

"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.' " 

The very next words of the Master on that occasion were: "Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it."

A helpful distinction has been made between the words childISH and childLIKE. Our Lord is not asserting that receiving the kingdom of God must occur in a childish way. Consider the words His Spirit gave the apostle: "When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things." (1 Corinthians 13:11)

And in his depiction of how the saints are to be equipped for the work of the ministry, the same apostle envisioned that they would "...no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting, but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head – Christ..." (Ephesians 4:14,15)

So what does Jesus mean when He says that to such (i.e. children) the kingdom of God belongs? He is referring to the way a child is completely dependent on adults for basic subsistence and all the other good things he or she might receive. We must receive the kingdom of God as a gift, not earn the kingdom of God as wages. God is the all providing Father, those who enter the kingdom of His Son are children unable to provide for themselves unless the Spirit of God works within them.

Those who imagine they deserve or have merited a place in God's kingdom are actually very far from that kingdom.


* Tradtionally at New Life Church, a wise option offered in the Directory for the Worship of God of the Presbyterian Church in America has been taken when the sacrament of baptism has been administered to covenant children, namely that the officiating minister include the following question in the service:

"Do you as a congregation undertake the responsibility of assisting the parents in the Christian nurture of this child?"

