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Like Little Children
Children can know and experience God. After all, Jesus said, "Unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven" (Matthew 18:3). In Matthew 18:6 Jesus spoke ominous words: "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."

Biblical illiteracy is sin and a subsequent millstone. No parent wants that on his conscience or his neck.

Children have a natural need to believe and to trust. Christian parents should and must capitalize on the fertile soil of a childlike capacity for belief.

Top Five List
With these two concepts in mind, what are the top five biblical truths Christian parents should teach their children? The privilege of authorship being mine, this is my priority list.

1. God loves us unconditionally and extravagantly.
God’s love has no limitation, and nothing on earth or in heaven is more important to God than to express His love for us. Children need to be taught how much they matter to our grace-giving God.

When children grow to respect and love someone, the natural by-product of that relationship is belief. In a very crucial sense, the parent represents the child’s first awareness of God. In Luke 11 Jesus depicted God as the loving Father. The obvious must be stated at this point: The more God-loving the parent, the more God-receptive the child. Like all important lessons, we must teach with simplicity and clarity that God is love (1 John 4:8). We must model what we teach. In a child’s world that is called "show and tell."

Christian ministers battle daily to help people who, as children, developed suspicion and fear about God because of their parents’ godlessness. Children will believe and trust God earlier if they have parents who teach God’s love by example, as well as by word.

Parents must teach that the greatest expression of God’s love is His Son, Jesus Christ, who is His special gift to all who will believe. God’s love is the foundation of faith, and Jesus is the ultimate expression of God’s heart.

2. Jesus Christ is the best possible picture we have of God.

In simple terms, if you want to know what God is like, look at Jesus. Embodied in Jesus are all the characteristics of God the Father. Children can and will understand this idea: If you want to please God, act like Jesus and be like Jesus. Jesus is the model all people must learn to copy.

Jesus loved children, and they loved Him. He was approachable and believable. Jesus came to show humankind what God was like and what humankind is meant to be.

There is no way to overteach the importance of Jesus in a person’s life. Jesus, by His own testimony, is the ultimate Truth, the Giver of eternal life, and the One who will never let go of those who believe in Him (John 10:28). He taught that He would never leave us alone (Matthew 28:20). And He said no one could access God without Him (John 14:6). This truth is enormous.

For those who believe in Jesus Christ, there is no fear of abandonment. Parents can use the Gospel narratives to tell the story of Jesus and support the truth that "God was reconciling the world to Himself in Christ" (2 Corinthians 5:19). This lesson is absolutely essential. The colloquial language of our day would say, "It’s all about Jesus." And it is.

3. God is within us in His Holy Spirit.
The Holy Spirit is the Encourager, the One who runs along beside us. Every child needs this wonderful assurance. Jesus promised another Comforter, indicating "one of the very same kind" (John 14:15-26). He promised to leave His Spirit with us so we would never be alone.

Dr. William J. Hendricks, a Baptist theologian, insists children can comprehend God as Spirit without fantasy or make-believe. After all, the Holy Spirit is the agent of new birth and the teacher of the human spirit. The Holy Spirit is the promised presence of Jesus Christ who comforts, counsels, and convicts the heart of every believer. The Holy Spirit is the way Jesus fulfills His promise to never leave us alone. Children can understand this by the simple statement, "God has a special way of always being near to you." When our children ask how, the answer is, "Because God can do anything."

The best answer I can give is, "God is with us by His Holy Spirit and His written Word, the Bible, which promises that He will come again and take us to be with Him forever."

4. Jesus died on the cross to free us from sin.

Children see visible crosses everywhere in our culture. Churches and cemeteries and jewelry accessories provide repeated visualization for children. Before they ornamentalize the cross, we should be certain to memorialize it in their minds. By memorialize I mean to present clearly what it commemorates.

The cross represents the greatest act of love and redemption in history. Jesus died on the cross to set us free from sin. The cross is the clear symbol of how much God loves us. The message of the cross is that God can take the worst and create the best. God can take something as bad as a cruel instrument like the cross and transform it into a symbol of hope. The annual celebration of Easter is a perfect opportunity for such teaching, and the lessons are vivid.

In explaining the cross, Christian parents also have a prime teaching opportunity regarding the doctrine and definition of sin. Parents must teach the necessity of awareness of sin and the need for forgiveness. Parents must not succumb to the temptation to have the child baptized without the child’s giving any indication of the awareness or understanding of sin.

I have a sense of urgency about this because of the number of adults who request "re-baptism," explaining, "I was too young to understand." Well-meaning parents must remember that memorization of facts by a child is not sufficient evidence to affirm a child’s readiness to receive Christ as Savior and Lord.

Dr. Hendricks, in his excellent book, A Theology For Children (Broadman Press, 1980), says it best: "Delaying the religious education of a child is perilous. So is forcing the child to express and acknowledge religious concepts which are meaningless either in his experience or comprehension. Memorization is most easily done in early childhood. But mere memorization without relationship is not the best form of education – religious or otherwise."

Christ like attitudes and actions in the child are the clues parents should seek. It is rare to find a child who does not want to be baptized, but interest in baptism must not be interpreted as readiness for conversion. It is, however, a very good beginning place. A spiritually sensitive parent will know when the child is truly convicted about sin and the need for forgiveness. And that moment, for any parent, is the most glorious of all teaching opportunities.

5. God’s laws are absolute.

Children need to be taught moral imperatives. To fail to teach moral values would be a tragic mistake. The condition of our culture is my argument for urgency. The stakes are high in every generation regarding character, but never have they been higher than at the beginning of this new century. 

Christian parents must garner every possible resource to build the character of their children. And if they don’t, the consequences will be unbearable.

David Brooks penned an intriguing perspective on this subject for Atlantic Monthly (April 2001) in an article entitled "The Organization Kid":

"When it comes to character and virtue, these young people have been left on their own. Today’s go-getter parents and educational institutions work frantically to cultivate neural synapses, to foster good study skills, to promote musical talents. We fly our children around the world so that they can experience different cultures. We spend huge amounts of money on safety equipment and sports coaching. We sermonize about the evils of drunk driving. We expend enormous energy guiding and regulating their lives. But when it comes to character and virtue, the most mysterious area of all, suddenly the laissez-faire ethic rules: You’re on your own, Jack and Jill; go figure out what is true and just for yourselves."

And that’s the rub. Children will figure out for themselves, but, without the biblical standard of morality, they will "figure out wrong." Wrong answers come from wrong values, which produce wrong behavior.

Christian parents must be the dominant source of instruction concerning moral absolutes. The biblical truth about morality is non-negotiable. Our children must be taught by word and deed that God’s standard for morality is higher than that of society. Clichéd though it may be, it is nonetheless true: The Ten Commandments are not suggestions to consider, but absolutes to be obeyed.

David Brooks extols the importance of being raised with a vocabulary of virtue and vice as essential to moral character. I heartily agree. We must teach our children such a vocabulary.

May God give us all the ability to be "doers of the word, and not hearers only" (James 1:22, KJV). Our children deserve nothing less.

