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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson today we have the much loved story of Jesus calling the 

children to himself that he might bless them.  Before we look at it closely, let 

me give you the context.  If we look back, we find that Jesus has been 

teaching about prayer.  In the parable of the importunate widow he has told 

us that prayer should be persistent for we have a loving heavenly Father who 

is pleased to hear and to answer our petitions.  We are to draw near to the 

throne of grace with confidence--not in ourselves, but in God--that we might 

receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need (Hebrews 4).  In 

the parable of the tax collector and the Pharisee Jesus teaches that a humble 

and contrite spirit, a humble heart broken by sin, is pleasing and acceptable 

to God.  Elsewhere Jesus has called people with this inward attitude "poor in 

spirit."  It is to such that the kingdom of God belongs.  Now, in our lesson 

today, we have in the children brought to Jesus a picture of the humble.  

Children have no bank accounts.  They have no accomplishments.  They 

have no diplomas on the wall.  All they have is needs.  They are utterly 

dependent.   

 So that is what we find if we look back from our lesson this morning.  

If we look ahead to our lesson next week we will find the story of the rich 



young ruler, the one who asked what he had to do to inherit eternal life.  

Jesus told him to get rid of his money.  It wasn't that the money in and of 

itself was a problem.  The problem was this young man put his trust in his 

finances.  He wasn't willing to trust in Christ alone for his salvation.  

Beloved, if you are not willing to trust Christ alone, you will not be willing 

to trust him for long.  The kingdom belongs to those who cast themselves 

upon the Lord fully, even as children trust in their parents fully for their 

food, their clothes, their shelter and so on.  Our story today, then, is 

sandwiched between the themes of humility, dependence and trust.  Let's 

take a look at it. 

 People were also bringing babies to Jesus to have him touch 
them.  When the disciples saw this, they rebuked them. 

 Since the time of Jacob it had been the habit of the elders of Israel to 

bless children by laying their hands upon their heads and pronouncing a 

benediction.  Jacob blessed Joseph's children Ephraim and Manasseh in that 

way.  Some 1900 years later, in the time of Jesus, parents would bring their 

children to the temple in Jerusalem on the eve of the Day of Atonement and 

have the priests and scribes bless their little ones.  And so in our lesson today 

we find parents bringing their babies to Jesus to receive his blessing.  It was 

a happy scene.  A crowd of parents and children had gathered.  Some 



children were in arms.  Others, no doubt, were scurrying around their 

parents' feet.  There would be some laughing.  There would also be some 

tears, as there always seem to be when young children gather.   

 The disciples didn't like what they saw.  At best they were trying to 

protect Jesus from interruptions and the pressures of his ministry.  At worst 

they were filled with an exaggerated sense of their own self-importance and 

saw dealing with infants as an inconvenience and a waste of time.  Now in 

this we should not be surprised.  The disciples, after all, had tried to stop 

kingdom work before.  In Luke 9 the disciples had been arguing about which 

one of them would be the greatest in the kingdom of God.  When Jesus told 

them that the least would be greatest, John, the beloved disciple, made a 

confession.  The disciples had seen a man driving out demons in the name of 

Jesus.  They had stopped him.  "He wasn't one of us," was their excuse.  

Jesus said, "Do not stop him, for whoever is not against you is for you."  In 

Matthew 15 we find the story of the Canaanite woman with a possessed 

daughter.  She cried to Jesus for help.  The disciples said, "Send her away, 

for she keeps crying out after us."   

 Even in the Old Testament we find disciples trying to impede the 

work of the kingdom.  In II Kings 4 we find the story of Elisha the prophet 

and his servant Gehazi.  They had been blessed by the hospitality of a 



childless Shunammite woman.  Because of her kindness, God blessed her 

with a son.  When the baby had grown into a young boy, he got sick and 

died.  The woman saddled her donkey and went out in search of Elisha.  This 

is what the Bible says about their encounter: 

 When she reached the man of God at the mountain, she took 
hold of his feet.  Gehazi came over to push her away, but the man of 
God said, "Leave her alone!" 

Elisha went to her home and raised the boy for the dead.   

 This attitude of the disciples--whether Peter or John, Matthew, James 

or Gehazi--is very different from the attitude of the Lord.  God considers 

children to be a blessing.  He says in Psalm 127, "Sons are a heritage from 

the Lord, children a reward from him."  And think of the ministry of Jesus 

and his concern for children.  He heals the son of a royal official in Herod's 

service (John 4); he delivers a boy who is demon possessed, who writhes on 

the ground, foams at the mouth and gnashes his teeth (Mark 9); he goes to 

Jairus' house, where that man's daughter lay dead, and says to her "Talitha 

koum" which can be translated, "Little lamb, arise."  And the girl rose (Mark 

5).  And think of this.  When he was preaching to 5,000 and the time came 

for them to eat, and there was no food to be bought, he used a little boy's 

lunch to feed the crowd.  A few loaves and fishes.  The boy's offering, 



humble though it was, was used of the Lord in a wonderful way.  How that 

young lad's heart must have been encouraged that day.    

 Well, Jesus used the situation that arose that day to present his 

disciples with a significant teaching.  It's interesting, though, that he didn't 

use it to teach about the obvious.  He didn't teach of his evident love for 

children.  He didn't teach of parental responsibility and their need to bring 

their children to him.  Though both of those are important lessons we need to 

hear, Jesus taught something even more important.  He spoke about those 

who would enter the kingdom of God.   

 But Jesus called the children to him and said, "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." 

There are two things here.  There is something about being like a little child 

and something about receiving like a little child, that are keys to the entrance 

into the kingdom.  Let's take them one at a time.   

 The kingdom belongs to those who are like the little ones Jesus was 

blessing that day.  Now, what about these infants was distinctive?  The first 

thing is this.  They are utterly helpless.  A newborn is a profile in 

helplessness.  All they can do is cry and wet.  A baby wildebeest born out on 



the African plains is able to run about and follow the herd just a few 

moments after its birth.  Babies are helpless for years.  So it is with the 

Christian.  A Christian is a person who recognizes that spiritually speaking 

he is utterly helpless.  He has no spiritual resources of his own.   

 In Reformed theology we often speak of the doctrine of total 

depravity.  That Bible teaching points out the truth that our sin has touched 

us deeply in every aspect of our lives.  In our family life, our work life, our 

recreational life, our financial life, our inward life and our outward life, in 

what we do and in what we fail to do, we never adequately show the love of 

God and love of neighbour that the Law of God requires.  There is no area in 

our life that we can point to and say, "I'm just fine there.  In fact, that part of 

my life is so pure it does not need God's help or forgiveness."  Sin has 

touched our whole being, even as a drop of food colouring will colour all of 

the water in a glass.  There is another way to say exactly the same thing, and 

so instead of speaking of total depravity, sometimes people use the term 

"total inability."  The natural man is unable to please God.  His sin always 

gets in the way.  And there is nothing he can do to help himself.  He must 

have God's mercy or else he will perish.   



 And that brings us to a second and related point.  Because we, like 

children are totally helpless, we are also totally dependent.  They have no 

jobs.  They have no bank accounts.  They own no homes.  They have no 

diplomas on the wall.  Spiritually speaking, we are in the same boat.  Think 

of it this way.  If you worked very hard and very smart all your life long, by 

the end of your days you might own a home worth several million dollars.  If 

you worked as hard and smart as Bill Gates, it might be worth even more.  

But all that work would not be nearly enough for a very small down 

payment on a heavenly mansion.  What could you possibly do in this life to 

earn the blessing and the glory that is to come?  Nothing.  If it is to be yours, 

God must give it to you.  There is no other way.  You are utterly dependent 

upon him.  This is the truth that Jesus illustrated in his Sermon on the Mount 

when he said, "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 

God."  If you are to enter the kingdom of God you must recognize your 

spiritual poverty.  Kent Hughes put it this way in his commentary on Luke: 

 If Billy Graham enters the kingdom, it will not be because he 
has personally preached to more people than any man in history.  It 
will not be because he has remained impeccable in his finances when 
so many have failed.  It will not be because he has been a faithful 
husband.  It will not be because, despite his fame, he has remained a 
humble, self-effacing, kind man.  When Billy Graham enters the 
kingdom it will because he came to Christ as a helpless child.  It will 
be because of God's undeserved kindness towards Billy's helplessness. 

Nothing in my hand I bring, 
Simply to thy cross I cling; 

Naked, come to thee for dress; 



Helpless, look to thee for grace. 
If you would enter the kingdom, this is the only way you can come. 

 First, then, we must be like children in our helplessness and 

dependence.  Second, Jesus teaches us that we must receive the kingdom 

like a little child.  We must be like them and receive like them.  Well, how is 

it that children receive?  What is our Lord getting at?  Let me mention a 

couple of things.  First, children trust their parents for their every need: for 

their food, their clothing, their housing, for arms to hold them and hands to 

wipe away their tears.  Their ability to trust has not yet been assaulted by lies 

or manipulations.  That is the kind of trust that we are to have in our 

heavenly Lord.  We are to trust him with our whole heart.  We are to look to 

Jesus for all we need and to trust that whatever he gives us is what we 

require for our very best blessing.  Even our suffering?  Even our trials?  

Yes.  Even those.  We are to receive all things that come to us trusting that 

even our burdens will become blessings in the hands of our heavenly Father.   

 Think about Joseph in this regard.  He was assaulted by his brothers 

and sold into slavery in a foreign country, far away from his father.  In 

Egypt, after he had risen to prominence, he was falsely accused of a terrible 

crime and thrown into jail where he was promptly forgotten.  And yet, 

because he knew his God--his sovereign, loving, powerful God--he did not 



complain, but bore his tribulations with a trusting, thankful heart.  Though 

he didn't know how, he nevertheless knew that God was working to bless 

him and to glorify his own holy name.  He trusted God and, in the end was 

able to say to those who had abused him, "You meant it for evil, but God 

meant it for good."  It is with that trusting attitude we are to receive what 

God has ordained for us. 

 Second, children are relatively speaking humble.  They have not yet 

learned self-righteousness.  They have not yet learned how to be 

sophisticated and skeptical.  And because they have not yet lived long, their 

consciences are not seared with repeated wrongdoing.  Little ones often 

become utterly miserable over sins they have done--sins that we who are 

older would not think twice about or would readily find some excuse for.  

Now I am not saying that children are in anyway innocent.  They are not.  

Each one is born in trespass and sin.  Each one, left to his own devices, will 

become a practiced sinner without fail.  But little children are not practiced 

sinners yet and if we are to receive the kingdom we must plead for God to 

tenderize our conscience and work a new humility and simplicity in our 

heart.   



 Third, children know how to receive.  They simply take what is given.  

They do not wonder about whether or not they deserve it.  They do not 

wonder about whether or not it is worth receiving.  How different that is 

from grown ups.  People have said to me, "Ken, I do not think I am good 

enough to be a Christian."  When they say this, they think they are telling me 

something I don't already know.  Of course they are not good enough to be a 

Christian.  Nobody is.  But it is a gift that God offers nevertheless.  To enter 

the kingdom we must be open to receive it.  On the other hand, people have 

said to me, "I don't think the faith is important.  I don't think giving my life 

to Jesus will make a difference or ultimately mean anything."  To enter the 

kingdom we must not despise the gift.   

 Be like a child in humility and dependence.  Receive like a child, with 

an open, trusting heart.  Some time ago I gave a lecture in Springford at our 

church there.  Before I spoke I had coffee and cake at Pastor Wouter Pieters 

house.  Pastor Pieters has fours sons, the oldest in kindergarten.  They came 

in to meet me and we visited for a while.  The second son was walking on 

his tip toes and telling me that he really, really wanted to go to school like 

his older brother.  Wouter said, "We want to grow up; God wants us to 

remain small, like little children."  I ran into this poem last week: 

Make me, O Lord, a child again, 



So tender, frail and small, 
In self possessing nothing, and 

In thee possessing all. 

O Saviour, make me small once more, 
That downward I may grow, 

And in this heart of mine restore 
The faith of long ago. 

With thee may I be crucified-- 
No longer I that lives-- 

O Saviour, crush my sinful pride 
By grace that pardon gives. 

Make me, O Lord, a child again, 
Obedient to thy call, 

In self possessing nothing, and 
In thee possessing all. 

May that be our prayer.  May we grow more in grace and less in self through 

the power of the Holy Spirit, alive in our hearts.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.   


