
 

LIKE A CHILD  
Becky Douglass (Matthew 18:1-5; 19:13-15; Psalm 131) 

I don’t know about you, but I think I’ve had enough rain to last me for a while! And I can’t imagine how it 

must be for those who have seen their houses and businesses flooded several times in the past weeks. So 

very discouraging. But I saw this video this week of one group of people who love rain and the puddles it 

leaves behind! (video of young children playing in a rain puddle) How much fun is that! One of the reasons I 

love working with young children is that everything is new. The world is full of wonder and excitement in the 

simplest things. They can make games out of everything! 

Today, we’re not looking at a story Jesus told which had a spiritual meaning, but rather two things which 

Jesus did involving children to which He gave a deeper spiritual meaning. I would consider them “lived 

parables” instead of spoken ones. 

A Child 

The main incident we are going to look at is found in Matthew 19. I am sure you know the story well. Jesus is 

in the middle of a busy period of His ministry. He is surrounded by people every day, teaching, healing and 

dealing with antagonistic religious leaders. Everyone wants access to him, and it seems that the disciples are 

running some interference for him, trying to limit those who spend time with him. 

Some parents come to Jesus, wanting Him to bless their children. It was common practice for parents to 

bring their children to religious leaders for blessing – even today, you find this happening amongst Catholics, 

for instance. Religious leaders are assumed to have a special relationship with God and therefore they are a 

special conduit for divine blessing. 

But the disciples doing guard duty make a value judgement. Jesus is now an important person, and they 

decide that he doesn’t need to be bothered with some parents and their children. He has more important 

things to do and people to see! After all, they are just children who couldn’t possibly understand or benefit 

from an encounter with Jesus. 

You know, we often look at the disciples and think that we would never do what they did. We think we know 

so much more than they and are so much more enlightened. However, sometimes I wonder if that is true. 

When our son was in primary school, we attended a church here in Australia that resisted spending even 

$100 of the church budget on buying some materials for a Sunday School class for the children. They felt that 

the children should just go next door to the park and play on the equipment there during the church service. 

Afterall, the children couldn’t really understand anything about being a Christian. Why waste money on 

them? This was an extreme attitude, but it is often the case that children are considered less able to 



understand and benefit from a relationship with God and this attitude is reflected in our church budgets and 

staffing. 

What is behind this attitude? I think it is because of our understanding of child development and some 

assumptions we make about being a Christian. Today, if you study to be a teacher, one of the first areas you 

will study is child development. This looks at how children grow in ability and skills as they get older and 

classifies what they can learn and do at different ages. So, a very young child is totally dependent on others 

to feed and clean and take care of them but we expect this to change over time to the point where young 

adults leave home and go out on their own. Young babies can wave their arms and legs around, but they 

have to learn how to do that purposefully so that they can walk and feed themselves. Eventually this control 

extends from their large muscles to their smaller ones and they can write and play piano. They start out just 

babbling and cooing and we get so excited when they start to say simple words! Eventually they will be able 

to converse in complex sentences without even think about what they are doing.  

There is also development in their thinking ability and skills. Again, they start out very dependent on us to 

tell them what to think and we have to explain things very simply. When you explain maths ideas, you have 

to start with concrete objects – you have two apples and add two more – how many apples do you have? 

They can’t picture things in their minds because they don’t have enough experience of life to help them. But 

we don’t expect them to stay like this, do we? Over time, they will be able to understand more complex 

topics. They will understand why things happen and develop abstract theories about life. They’ll know more 

people and can compare different ways of living and make their own choices about what they believe and 

how they act. We don’t teach physics equations to Kindergarten children because we know they can’t think 

that way yet. However, we can help them to experiment with how different items slide or roll down a ramp, 

which is a concrete physics experiment – although they just call that playing! 

So you see, we have a picture of children as being limited in what they can understand, but even deeper 

than that, they are limited in how they can think. Their brains haven’t finished developing. All the brain cells 

are there but the connections between them are still developing. 

So what does that have to do with children’s relationship with God? Well, based on a child’s developmental 

level, judgements are made about at what stage a child can understand sin and forgiveness and therefore 

choose to accept God’s salvation in Jesus. They question how much life experience and logical thinking 

ability is needed to make an informed decision to follow Jesus. The age at which this is set varies greatly. 

Many people feel that only someone in their teens can make a “real” choice to follow Jesus. Christianity is 

for adults. God is for adults. Children just have to wait until they are old enough to hold their own in a 

serious adult conversation. 

But what did Jesus think about this attitude? Mark’s account of what happened says that, “When Jesus saw 

what was happening, he was angry with his disciples.” (Mark 10:14) The word used implies that he wasn’t 

just a little bit annoyed, he was really angry! “Let the children come to me. Don’t stop them!”. (Matthew 

19:14) Jesus wanted to have children around Him. He didn’t think God was just for adults.  

But what about what we have said about the limitations of children? How can they have a real relationship 

with God? Firstly, I think that the basic truths of the Christian faith are not too difficult for children to 

understand if they are taught well. Their understanding will need to grow as their thinking ability grows, but 

the basic ideas are available to even young children.  

But even more than this, I believe that being a Christian is not primarily an intellectual experience, so their 

simple intellectual abilities are no hindrance. Being a Christian is, at its core, spiritual and relational. It is 

about God’s love for us and our response to this. It is about learning to trust Him and love Him. The Holy 

Spirit is just as able to work in the life of a child as He is able to work in the life of an adult. He can indwell 

them and draw them to God.  



I think our expectations need to be guided, not by what children can or cannot do, but by what God can do. 

Instead of thinking that only teenagers can become Christians, I think that even young children are quite 

capable of responding to the work of God in their lives and to be enabled by Him to do what is right. I have 

seen significant changes happen in the lives of even Preschoolers as they turn to God with the simple 

understandings they do have. Jesus welcomed the children because he knew that even young children can 

have a real relationship with God. They can be full and active members of the Kingdom of God. 

The Child-like 

But Jesus doesn’t stop here. He goes on to say, “For the Kingdom of Heaven belongs to those who are like 

these children.” He extends the Kingdom to those who are “child-like”. While it is true that adults can think 

in different ways than children, not all of us become deep and complex thinkers. We all have different 

strengths and weaknesses! I may be able to struggle through Greek but my brother has always been smarter 

and had a better memory than I have had. He not only learned Greek, but Hebrew and Aramaic as well! And 

I have never, ever been able to play sports! I have lousy eye-hand coordination and can’t hit a ball for the life 

of me! And running … my feet are a bit twisted and so I inevitably trip and fall flat on my face. I am in wonder 

of what some of you can do that I would never be able to do. But I can organise things and I love to read and 

think about ideas. So not all of us will ever reach the top of the ladder in intellectual ability. 

And not all of us will retain our high intellectual levels for all our lives. One of the hardest parts of watching 

Parkinson’s Disease affect my father was noticing the deterioration in his ability to think. He struggled to 

read and understand the notes he had made in his own Bible study just a few years ago. He could no longer 

remember people and places which had been central in his life. His thinking was dropping back down the 

spectrum.  

And others think differently to most of us. They are neurodiverse like my nephew who has autism. He 

doesn’t think in straight lines. He has his own way of thinking that is sometimes brilliant and sometimes 

confusing. His logic doesn’t conform to the standard expectations. 

If we say that a certain level of mental ability is necessary to have a relationship with God, where does that 

leave these people? Are all sufferers of dementia excluded? All those with mental challenges? All those who 

can’t talk theologically? Jesus says a resounding “No!”. If children are welcome and even young children can 

make a real decision to follow Jesus, then all these people are also able to make a real decision to follow 

Jesus. Anyone who is child-like is welcome in the kingdom.  ANYONE can have a relationship with God. 

EVERYONE can be full and active members of the Kingdom of God. 

Like a child 

But you know what? Jesus takes the idea even further than this. In the Matthew 18 passage we read, Jesus 

also talks about children. The disciples were arguing among themselves about who was greatest and Jesus 

put a child in the midst of them and told them that “unless they become like a child, they will never get into 

the Kingdom of Heaven.” (Matthew 18:3) 

It is not only that children and the child-like can get into the Kingdom, but that even those of us who think 

we are smarter than children, those of us who pride ourselves in our thinking skills and understanding of 

complex theological arguments, even we must become like children to enter the kingdom. Jesus says that 

children are the picture of what good Kingdom people are like. 

You know those complex and abstract theological ideas we love to discuss? They won’t help us much unless 

we can come to understand them and apply them in simple, concrete actions. That independence we are so 

proud of? This can get in the way of our dependence on God and our humility before Him. You know how we 

like to stand back and analyse our lives and decide how much we want to let God work in us? We need to 

learn to give our lives to God and trust Him to know what is best.  



Jesus manages to turn everything upside-down. Those things we thought were deficiencies in children? It 

turns out that those are exactly the qualities that He is looking for – what He knows are necessary to be 

great in His Kingdom. It is not that Christianity is anti-intellectual, it is just that its basis is spiritual and 

relational, not intellectual. While our minds are an important part of who we are and God uses them to help 

us, they are not the core of our relationship with Him. And our “adultness” can even hinder our relationship 

with God. The Psalm that we read also talks about becoming like children. It says that instead of being proud 

and trying to work out everything, we need to learn to rest contentedly in God, like a weaned child in its 

mother’s arms. Trusting, resting, content to let God take control.  

Not only does Jesus say we must become like children, but His actions were a parable to show us how we 

must welcome children and those who are like them. In fact, when we welcome them, Jesus says we are 

welcoming Him. It is interesting that right after Jesus welcomes the children, He encounters a law-abiding, 

rich, young man – someone whom everyone else would have thought to be one of the great ones in the 

Kingdom of God. But what does Jesus do? He actually doesn’t welcome him! Instead, he tells the young man 

to go away, to give up his wealth and status and then come back and become a humble follower. The young 

man, as good as everyone thought he was, couldn’t do it. He couldn’t become like a child and walk in total 

trust in God. Jesus welcomed the children without question, but not the young man whom everyone thought 

was great. EVERYONE must approach God like a child to become a full and active member of the Kingdom of 

God. 

I don’t know about you, but every time I read these passages and think about what Jesus did and said, I am 

challenged. Am I willing to be like a child? Do I welcome children – and those who are child-like? How do I 

evaluate people and their importance in the church? What do I think is important in my own spiritual growth 

– and in my ministry in the church? How am I becoming more like a child in my relationship with God? 

 


