1

Children & Family in Scripture & History
An outline based on The Child in Christian Thought edited by Marcia Bunge

Objective: Provide an overview of family and the role of children in scripture (and scriptural times both Greco Roman and Jewish) focusing particularly on the role of parent as spiritual leader and the Shema (Deuteronomy 6: 4-9) in order to give reason and meaning to spiritual parenting.

1. Children in Ancient History
a. Children in the Greco Roman Tradition 

i. To understand the striking impact that Jesus’ teachings regarding children had on the disciples we have to first look at the Greco-Roman and Jewish traditions regarding children.  

ii. Children in Greco-Roman times were greatly loved and valued.  Children were a necessity for economic, cultural, and military survival at the familial and national level.  They were seen as entertainment for the wealthy, but more generally were seen as immature, underdeveloped, and deficient humans.  Children could not reason, which was a prime virtue of the Roman culture.  Children were the lowest people on the social ladder and fathers were charged to rule over them.  

iii. Fathers had the power to make life and death decisions regarding their children.  Exposing infants, especially females, was commonly practiced within every economic class of the Roman society.  Many infants left for exposure were picked up by strangers and used as slave or prostitutes.  

iv. Childhood was a time to outgrow, a negative time of waiting.  Nevertheless, each child had the potential to be a rational human in the future.  The love of children was based on their future potential, not their current state.

b.  Children in the Old Testament Jewish Tradition

i. In comparison to the Greco-Roman culture, the Jewish tradition held children in high regard.  Children were seen as God’s blessing so resulted in great joy.  It was understood that it was part of God’s purpose for males and females to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:27-28).  So children were a fulfillment of God’s purpose.  Children also provided a way for one’s family to live on through the generations.   Abraham’s faithfulness was passed down through generations from Abraham to Isaac and Isaac to Jacob and so on.  Children allowed for the building of a great nation.  

ii. Infant males received a sign of God’s covenant through circumcision and all children were taught the commandments as instructed in Deuteronomy 6.  Even though children were loved greatly they still needed strict discipline due to their youthful ignorance.  

iii. Adults found children’s lack of maturity and inability to follow the covenant completely far from ideal.  Yet unlike the Greco-Roman’s they did not cast out children because they were immature.  Instead the children were signs of God’s everlasting and abundant love.  Their lack of maturity was just a temporary nuisance.  
2. Children in Scripture
a. The Shema

i. Deuteronomy- second law, expands upon the first law (the Decalogue or Ten Commandments), developed through many generations, 800-500 BCE

ii. Focuses on proper relationship between Israel and God in the promise land, Israel’s survival is at stake

iii. A catechesis of sorts

1. Needs of the new generation and their purpose

2. Provides spiritual direction

3. Sinful nature in past and during time written

4. Not just focused on tradition and ritual, but also relationship and meaning

iv. Chapters 6-11 expand on the first commandment

1. I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  You shall have no other God’s before me.

2. Begin with the Shema which means “hear”

v. Deuteronomy 6:4-9
1. Faith is a full body experience- heart, mind, soul, might

2. Luke 10:27- in the Parable of the Good Samaritan 
vi. Deut. 31:12-13a

1. Deuteronomy is to be read aloud, addressed to you, for individuals and for community

b. Children in the Gospels- Becoming Like a Child 

i. The gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke all tell the story of Jesus welcoming the children.  It can be found in Mark 10:3-6, Matthew 19:13-15, and Luke 18:15-17.

ii. The disciples rebuke the children as they come to Jesus.  A reason for their behavior is not given, but based on our knowledge of Greco-Roman and Jewish tradition children were not valued as they were and generally seen as a lower class until they grew to be adults.  Jesus, a man who rarely becomes angry, becomes indignant at the disciples.  Jesus accepts them as they are by welcoming and blessing them in his presents.  

iii. Additionally and shockingly, he says that the reign or kingdom of God belongs to them.  As in the Beatitudes, the kingdom of God is primarily for the lowly and powerless.  It has come for people such as the children.  Jesus’ teaching goes even further.  

iv. Children become the models for entering the Kingdom.  It is not the lifelong devote adult that is the model but the child.   

v. But how are adults to become like children?  This is a question we are left with.  Does Jesus mean for us to have a childlike status, to be lower class, or to have a childlike quality, in this case someone who does not follow the Law (remember children did not have to follow the Jewish Law)?  

vi. Judith Gundry-Volf concludes that Jesus is teaching, “that adults should become like children by relinquishing the Law-as-the-basis-for-entering-God’s-reign and by asserting instead simple dependence on God’s mercy.  Entering the reign of God ‘as a child’ thus seems to involve both a certain status – actual dependence on God – and a corresponding quality – trust.”  

c.  Children in the Gospels- The Greatest

i. Mark 9:33-37, Matthew 18:1-2, 4-5, and Luke 9:46-48. 
ii. Who is the greatest?  This is the question the disciples raise to Jesus in Matthew 18:1-14.  Jesus answers that it is the child.  Furthermore, in order to enter the kingdom of heaven we are to be like a child.  We just learned that when Jesus referred to childlikeness he meant being trusting and lowly in status, but this text defines childlikeness as being humble.  These are similar.  

iii. Those that think highly of themselves at the expense of others are in the most danger of not entering the kingdom.  Childlike humility is therefore the portrayed image of one who would enter the kingdom thus making them great.  

iv. In addition to being like a child, one who is great also receives children and protects them.  Mark 9:33-37 says that it is those who receive children that are the greatest.  The Greek word, dechomia, means more than receive, it means to welcome as a servant welcomes and serves a visitor to their master’s home.  The great serve the children.  This is a significant change in status.  It is the humblest service that characterizes one who is the greatest.  It is the one who serves the least of these who also serves Jesus (Matthew 25).  

v. A final and shocking revelation to those who heard this is that this new model of greatness was for all people not just women who traditionally were the care givers of children.

d. Children in the Epistles

i. Colossians 3:20-21 and Ephesians 6:1-4 portray a mutual obligation between children and parents.
ii. The view portrayed here reflects societal standards for the time.  The children are not as valorized like in the gospels.  Children in these texts are to obey their parents which was the standard for the time.  In relation to Jesus’ messages regarding children, Jesus would have expected children to obey their parents.  Obedience is more than being polite for the sake of politeness.  Obedience in the Lord is expected.  By honoring father and mother, a child is honoring God.  

iii. Paternal authoritative abuse which was problematic at that time is addressed in this text.  Moderation in authority was written about by Jewish and Roman writers as well because it was becoming such a problem.  Here, however, it is placed in the context of love.  Fathers are to love their children with authority like God loves us with sternness and a hug when necessary.  

iv. Finally, this text instructs fathers to raise their children in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.   To teach the Shema.   

v. So while children are not models for discipleship as they are in the gospels, children are active members of the community to whom the epistles give specific and loving instructions.  

e. Troublesome Texts

i. Deuteronomy 21:18-21

ii. Mark 10:28-31

iii. Matthew 10: 34-39

iv. Think about:
1. Do these scriptures trouble you?  If so, how?

2. Why do you think these are in scripture?

3. What might the writers of scripture be teaching the original hearers?  What might the writers be teaching us today?

4. Do these change your view of parenting or family?
3. John Wesley (the founder of the Methodist movement) and Children

a. John Wesley was not an educator or parent.  He is often described as being like his mother, tough and disciplined.  This is reflected in a statement he made regarding educating children, “Break their will, that you may save their soul.”  This thought was not unusual for the time.  Children in 18th century England were sternly disciplined both at school and home.  Wesley was raised in this way.  

b. As an adult Wesley opened the Kingwood school and applied a disciplined approach there as well.  He thought education was of great importance for both girls and boys, rich and poor.  He thought that parents were a crucial part of a child’s education.  The ultimate goal of education for Wesley was perfection, defined as perfect love of God and neighbor.  Education was a means of grace by which God worked through humanity to achieve perfection.  Wesley wanted everyone to know the love of God.  Knowledge and piety combined were a true sign of faith.
4. Theological Reflections on Parenting
c. Chrysostom

i. Parents as artists sculpting statues with precision 

ii. Restoring the image of God

iii. Obligations of parents- reading their children the Bible, praying with them, being good examples

d. Reformers

i. Emphasis on priesthood of all believers

1. father and mother are priests to their children

2. parents have greatest authority- spiritual and temporal 

ii. Duties of a parent- baptize, expose them to the Word, the sacraments, read the Bible, pray with them, teach them about the faith, provide them with good education so they can serve the world, help them find a proper mate

iii. Schleiermacher- first and irreplaceable school of faith

1. “children are models who teach adults to live simply and in the present and to be flexible and forgiving”

iv. Bushnell

1. Family as a little church

2. Teach faith through everyday practices and routine

3. Interweave lessons of faith with play and fun activities

4. Parents who neglect spiritual well-being of their children will be judged by God 
e. Calvin

i. If parents break God’s law, children should regard them as strangers.
