Is There an Age of Innocence?
Introduction


For most of man’s history, infant mortality has been common.  In many countries around the globe it still is.  In the more developed countries, infant mortality has been exponentially increased by abortion-on-demand.  As the science of medicine and technology manages to lower the rate of the former by means of neo-natal intensive care units and specialists in the field of caring for the premature, that very same field has also made great strides in taking that very same category of children and making their slaughter convenient and mindless.  But the truth is that in either case, maternal emotions, particularly but not exclusively, run high.  In the case of infant mortality, those emotions include a deep loss and grief.  As with abortion, residue emotions can include a haunting, never-ending guilt.

Along with mortality, however, there is also the prevalence of what is commonly called “birth defects”.  Under this broad category we would find anything from genetic problems that show up in the form of conditions such as Down’s Syndrome and the like or conditions that result from complications in the birthing process.

When any of these situations occur, parents often ask and want to know about the spiritual and eternal condition of their child too.  What does the Bible teach about this?  What are we to believe?  Is there any eternal hope for children who die before they are born or in infancy?  And what about severe handicaps?  Could a condition such as Down’s Syndrome, for example, keep a child out of the kingdom of God and eternal life due to an inability to understand, repent and believe the gospel?
A Call to a Biblical Perspective


Perhaps the most significant aspect of the system of faith we’ve come to call Calvinism is the principle that salvation is the work of God alone.  As Romans 8:29-30 says (with my emphasis):
For those whom he [God] foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.  And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified.
The principle here is called God’s election, His eternal decree, or, to use the precise, biblical term, predestination.

This biblical principle stands in direct contrast to another system of thought called Arminianism which teaches that salvation is a cooperative effort between God and men – that God makes it possible, in Christ, for all to be saved but each individual must make his or her own choice whether to accept or reject the gospel. Arminianism teaches that the individual must “make a decision for Christ”, or “invite Christ into their heart” or other such terminology – even though such language is not from the Bible but rather from the revivalist era of 2nd Great Awakening.

And yet, when it comes to the issue of infants or very young children who die in infancy or of those who are or become so mentally incapacitated as to never sufficiently comprehend the outward gospel call, which of these two systems of thought provide a consistent, biblical answer?  Which would extend correct biblical hope and assurance to a parent who is troubled or grieving?  Calvinism has the biblical answer.  As the Westminster Confession of Faith summarizes:

Elect infants, dying in infancy, are regenerated, and saved by Christ, through the Spirit, who worketh when, and where, and how he pleaseth: so also are all other elect persons who are incapable of being outwardly called by the ministry of the Word. (Westminster Confession of Faith, X.III)


Scripture references: Lk. 18:15-16; Acts 2:38-39; Jn. 3:3, 5, 8; 1 Jn. 5:12; Rom. 8:9

Arminianism rejects this and offers, instead, a theory called “the age of innocence”: that before the time when a child can and should make a profession of faith on their own, that child exists before God in an age of innocence or non-accountability.  Should any child die in the womb or before reaching that age of accountability, the child’s soul is automatically “saved” and passes into the presence of God.

But which of these explanations truly speaks with the authority and hope of God’s Word?  Let’s just examine three of the texts we might turn to for an answer here.
Matthew 19:13-15 (cf. Mk. 10:48; Lk. 18:15-17)
“Then children were brought to him that he might lay his hands on them and pray.  The disciples rebuked the people, but Jesus said, ‘Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.’”

Now, first, who are these children?  The Greek word here is paidion, and it means either “infant” or “young child”.  Paidion is a common Greek word that refers to children generally.  If all we had was Matthew’s account of this we would not be able to determine the age of these children.  It could argued that, from the use of paidion elsewhere, the children being brought to Jesus here were toddlers at least, perhaps older - old enough, that is, to receive instruction, and old enough to act on their own.

But in the parallel in Luke, the word is not paidion but brephos which means only “infant”.  And when you go to Mark’s account, you find that, although he uses the more general word, paidion, Mark also records the fact that before Jesus blessed these children He took them up in His arms.  So it would seem that we are dealing here with both infants as well as toddlers, at least, and perhaps, with some older children as well.

Then, as we read on, we notice that the children were brought.  In all three of these gospel accounts the verb used to express this action is passive not active.  Whether or not the children wanted to come or whether they knew what their parents were up to is not of issue here - they were brought into the presence of Jesus Christ by others.  (That isn’t necessarily how we usually imagine this scene being portrayed.  The picture that usually comes to our minds is of these children running to Jesus as they might run to a well-loved, well-known grandfather.)  But Jesus wanted the children to be brought to him - not because he was just trying to be friendly to them - but because, like all of us, they had a need of him.

Next, let’s examine the motivations here.  First, the motivation of those bringing these children: “that he might lay his hands on them and pray.”  Now this does not sound like an outrageous request.  In those days, it would seem, it was not uncommon to seek and ask the Rabbi to give a child his blessing, and for the Rabbi to beseech the Lord on behalf of that child.  Now to ask a Rabbi to give a blessing would be one thing but what would it mean for Jesus to do so?  (Hold on to that question for now.)

Now, let’s examine the motivation of the disciples in their hindering of these children (vs. 13b).  Now this is one bit of information that isn’t given to us at all.  In all three of the synoptic accounts nothing is said at all as to why the disciples were doing this.  And yet, we are not short on speculation here.  Three guesses I can recall hearing about this include:


1) their own pride – Jesus was too important to be bothered by such children;


2) their compassion – Jesus was weary from ministry and too tired and needed a break;


3) their sense of decorum – children just disrupted things, made the disciples nervous.  (Those of you with a Reformation Study Bible will notice in the notes below the text that this guess is the one the commentator likes here.)

Yet, remind yourself these are all just guesses.

Now, as we speculate about the disciples’ true motivations might be here, I could add some of my own:

1)  Perhaps the disciples did not think it appropriate that infants should be brought to Christ before they were old enough to make their own decision to do so and to come on their own.

2)  Perhaps they saw other infants with other Rabbis and the disciples scoffed at that in their minds because they had concluded that such traditions were really just man-made and superstitious and, therefore, they were really meaningless.


Do we know their motives?  No.  We might guess or assume we know.  But theology by assumption is always dangerous.

And then, what about the motives of Jesus for wanting the children?
“‘Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.’”
What Jesus actually says here is not what some Christians want to hear.  Some of us just cannot reconcile Jesus’ words here with their other preconceived notions.  “No, Jesus.  You can’t mean that!  Please, Jesus, tell me you didn’t say what I just heard!  The kingdom of heaven can’t belong to infants.  They haven’t reached the age of accountability.  They haven’t prayed the sinner’s prayer.  They don’t understand the gospel yet.  He must mean something else.”


Well, we could try to spiritualize his words: “What he really was saying is that in order to gain the kingdom we all must become like children.”  We could pretend the children really were older, that they really did want to come to Jesus on their own and we’ll make sure that all our teaching materials include cartoons that make it look that way.  Best yet, we can just change this into another meaningless beatitude - “of such are the kingdom of heaven.” – something that just sounds good.  But read those words of Jesus over again and ask yourself if Jesus has something to teach his disciples – and, perhaps us as well – here.

For whatever else this passage would have us understand, it is clear that those wanting to bring their children to Jesus were right and proper to do so.  Jesus did not think it mere tradition or superstition and he certainly had some sense, indeed, that to give his blessing to them was not a meaningless exercise.  And precisely because of that – that this blessing of Jesus was not meaningless - the next thing he says here also has meaning: “for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.”

What could that possibly mean?  What does it truly mean for the God of all sovereign glory and authority to take up a particular, small child into his arms and give him this sincere blessing and amazing truth?  There are really only two ways of interpreting this.


Interpretation #1 - This blessing of Jesus confirms an innocence of childhood - that Jesus is teaching us here that infants and young children, because of their youth and the innocence of youth, are somehow exempt from sin, accountability and judgment until they actually become more mature, reaching an age of accountability and the awareness of their own responsibility.

Many Christians believe in this view but there isn’t really anything in Scripture to support it and there is a great deal in Scripture which denies it.  Psalm 51, for example, emphasizes the whole of Scriptural teaching that the guilt and pollution of Adam is imputed to us all and that not at some point in our maturity but right from the point of our conception.  And when Paul picks up on that in 1 Cor. 15:22 and says “For as in Adam all die,” we understand that the first lesson of the gospel is our inherited guilt from Adam which dooms us all, not just the mature.  It is not without meaning, then, that we confess that none are righteous, no, not one - not our young, not our little children, not even our infants.  By nature, we are all dead in transgressions and sins.

I think that what we are all just prone to do here is confuse the word “innocent” with the word “helpless”.  We naturally feel compassion for the weak and we want to come to their aid, to cut them a break.  But Scripture says the wages of sin’s misery come also to the helpless.  And, besides that, just being weak cannot cancel their guilt before the judgment seat of God.  No, there is no “age of innocence” in the gospel. Something else must happen.

Interpretation #2 -The other explanation is that this blessing confirms the need of such infants, toddlers and young children for a Savior.  Undoubtedly, these children being brought to Jesus were very young children of believers.  No one else would be interested or care to place their hope in God or to put their smallest children in Jesus’ arms.  No one else would sense the need for this enough to try to get past his stubborn disciples.  And to those who had such a forward-looking hope, God had also given a covenant sign and seal in the mark of circumcision, which outwardly identified them as God’s own children.  And so, the blessing Jesus confers upon them here would have been the exact, same blessing Yahweh conferred upon his people in the Old Testament and of which the Psalms and prophets so constantly rejoice - blessings such as we read from Psalm 3:8:

“From the LORD comes deliverance. May your blessing be on your people.”
and from Psalm 103:

[F]rom everlasting to everlasting the Lord's love is with those who fear him, and his righteousness with their children's children -- with those who keep his covenant and remember to obey his precepts.

And so, in vs. 15, Jesus does, indeed, sincerely bless these children - not with a meaningless beatitude and well-wishing, and not because they were all cute and loveable and innocent, but because these were children of his covenant - they already truly belonged to him and he knew each one of them.  And the blessing he gave to them carried true meaning. [(]
2 Samuel 12:23
“’Why should I fast?   Can I bring him back again?

I shall go to him, but he will not return to me.’”


The context of this is the sin of David with Bathsheba.  David’s sin with Bathsheba had resulted in the conception and birth of a child but in the judgment of God, the child died.  Before that happened David fasted and prayed and waited on the Lord’s mercy.  But after the child died David surprised his servants.  He ceased his mourning, he dressed and ate.  And he explained his reasoning to them this way: “I shall go to him, but he will not return to me.”


Now, clearly, David had a logic to his words here.  Did he believe in the “age of innocence”?  Seeing as how he wrote Psalm 51 about the same time, with its acknowledgement of sin in the heart and mind even from the time of conception, that doesn’t seem possible.  If not, then his hope was in nothing else but the covenant promise of his sovereign God.  David was not only confident that the soul of this child was safely claimed by God but he was so even after the sins he, himself, had done.  David’s confidence is surely not in himself, it is in his faithful Lord.

Ezekiel 16:20-21
“And you took your sons and your daughters, whom you had borne to me, and these you sacrificed to them to be devoured.  Were your whorings so small a matter that you slaughtered my children and delivered them up as an offering by fire to them?”


Ezekiel was a prophet to the Jews during the exile.  Ezekiel had harsh words for God’s people but he also had great hope to offer to them.  Here, Ezekiel is teaching them the depth of their sin of idolatry.  The crime they had committed as parents was the literal, gruesome slaughter of some of their own children.  But Ezekiel also pointed out to them that, for Israelites to do this was much more of a heinous crime than even for other nations to have done because those children had been of the covenant – they were children the Lord had already claimed for himself.

What a contrast this picture displays –  the parents in Matthew 19 were driven to bring their young children to Jesus while their own ancestors had offered theirs to idols.  Which better characterizes your own parenting?
Conclusion


There are four conclusions we can safely draw from these verses.


1) The guilt of sin and the curse of God upon sin rests upon us all – young and old.  We don’t say of a child who dies in infancy or who suffers from a debilitating handicap that he or she deserved such a fate due to his or her own sins.  But we do understand that death comes to us all and along with that comes suffering, cruelty, injustice and misery.  And often, those things fall upon the weakest among us.  Nevertheless, when a child dies we should not be tempted to replace our true, gospel hope by claiming an innocence on behalf of the child for that is the same as saying the child does not need Jesus.  Instead, we look to the sovereign mercy of God who alone can and does deliver all of his people from death through Christ.

2) God reveals to us here a close correspondence of such suffering, covenant children (i.e. children of believing parents) with the truly elect and redeemed.  This correspondence appears so closely in Scripture as to assure us that in the case of dying infants or handicapped children we can be confident of a virtual one-to-one relationship.  But further, that would not mean to say that all others are excluded.  Although there is not a sure and certain hope given in Scripture for those children of unbelieving parents, the doctrine of election would remind us that it is our sovereign God who chooses and calls his own out of the world and from all over the world, and that the sin and rebellion on the part of the parents against God need not hinder God’s electing grace.  None the Father has given Jesus can be shaken from his hand.

3) For the rest of us who have the blessing of seeing our children grow and thrive before us, we must redeem the time and impress upon them daily as they grow to consider their own relationship to the Lord.  We do that through the practice of covenant faithfulness: faithful, daily family devotions and prayer, faithful attention to the worship of God and Christian education, the committing of God’s Word to memory along with catechetical instruction even long before our children fully understand what we are putting into their minds and hearts.  We must be faithfully speaking to their consciences as they grow concerning the sins that appear in their lives and of the glorious opportunity they have, and must take, to repent, confess their sins and be forgiven of them.  And we need to point them to their God-given ability to grow up, to think, to learn, and to place their hope and trust and new obedience in Christ, making him their Lord and Savior, and giving all glory in their lives to Him.

4)  Finally, there is one more, general application.  It is one thing for a believer to bring his child to Christ for blessing and to desire that that child know Christ personally, but what about you -  have you come to Christ?  Have you sought his blessing on your soul, have you confessed him as Lord and Savior?  Do you personally know that smile and that embrace?


No one will be allowed to bar the door – no disciple or minister.  And neither should any theological concoction, even if it is sympathetically invented to comfort you in your grief.  If you seek the Lord, Christ promises you will find him.  He has come so that you might be blessed.

Pastor Dave Barker, summer, 2006

------------------------------------------------------


(I know of one more question that remains regarding this passage.  If we adopt this latter, covenantal view of Jesus’ blessing, should we not wonder why Jesus did not also baptize these children?  If they had already received the former sign of circumcision should they not also receive the newer sign as well?


There are a couple of answers to that.  I’ll focus on only one.  It’s true, apparently, Jesus did not baptize these children.  But the greater truth is that Jesus never baptized anyone.  However, his disciples did.  And the way that activity is described, especially in Jn. 3-4, it was probably a regular part of their ministry with Jesus.


If that is the case here, then it is highly likely that the people in this passage who were coming were also coming to be baptized and they were, indeed, bringing their infant children with them for the same purpose.  If that could be the case, Jesus’ anger with his disciples, then, would have also been against their mistaken assumption that the sign of baptism was not for these little children.  And his correction to his disciples then still rings true to all believing parents today:

“Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them

for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.”

