Ladies Bible Study

1/11/08

Teaching our children to have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ
Previously we talked about how discipline fits into teaching children the gospel. Central to our strategy was to treat our children as people who have their own separate, personal relationship with God. This study we will talk about teaching your children to have a personal relationship with God through Jesus Christ.

Baptists vs. Infant baptists. The Baptist view of raising children is that you must believe that your children are hell-bound sinners unless they have a conversion experience in which they embrace Jesus for their salvation for the very first time and only then can they be baptized. Most children raised in this way will say that they found Jesus for the first time at a church camp at a more advanced age, when they were ten or older. The idea is you have to be more mature, and perhaps even accumulate a certain load of guilt, before you understand what it means to repent of your sins and find Jesus. By converting and then becoming baptized, they become members of the Christian community for the first time. But their introduction to Jesus was learning first how their sins have estranged them from him, and so their early years are centered around building up to a credible conversion moment in which they embrace Jesus as Savior.
For our children, however, it is altogether different. Since we believe in baptizing our children as infants, we have the freedom to go about teaching our children to relate to Jesus as early as possible. We do so with the confidence that Jesus already loves and accepts them, and they have full and free access to him. This is because our children are already in the covenant. They may ask Jesus for whatever needs they may have, not just the need to repent. They do not have to live up to adult standards of spiritual maturity and they will not be judged according to such standards. They are free to grow into all that naturally. Jesus is always available to help them along the way, and he himself will shepherd them into that greater understanding.
There are two main passages that form the pillars of our understanding about how Jesus relates to children:

Luke 18:15-17:

And they were bringing even their babies to Him so that He might touch them, but when the disciples saw it, they began rebuking them. But Jesus called for them, saying, “Permit the children to come to Me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it at all.”

This passage tells us that children, even babies, can come to Jesus directly. Children should have their own relationship with Jesus. Jesus doesn’t ask the adults to mediate or interfere in this. In fact, the adults often get in the way. “Permit the children to come to Me and do not hinder them.” 

Matthew 18:1-5:

At that time the disciples came to Jesus saying, “Who then is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” And He called a child to Himself and set him before them and said, “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever then humbles himself as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. And whoever receives one such child in my name receives Me.”
This second passage tells us that children are not only permitted to come to Jesus directly, but their humility and simple faith are the model and ideal for adults to imitate, not the other way around. “Unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven.” Do not despise childish faith, but learn from it.
Reluctance to apply these passages. It is one thing to read these passages, it is another thing to apply them. I first confronted my own unwillingness to allow Geneva to experience her own relationship with God when she was four years old and started having nightmares. I’d come into the room at night and pray through Psalm 23 with her. I’d explain to her that the Lord is her shepherd who would watch over her and protect her at night while she slept. But in telling her that I felt resistance inside of me. I was telling her that Jesus would protect her, but suppose she still ended up having more nightmares? What if Jesus failed to shepherd and protect through the night as the psalm promised? She might think that Jesus wasn’t real. So even as I was telling her that Jesus would protect her, I was tempted to sleep with her myself in the room just so that Jesus wouldn’t have to be put to the test. I found myself struggling to believe that he really would be her shepherd, which is why I was scheming to bail him out.
This was the first time that I realized the extent of my own unbelief. I wasn’t willing to leave my daughter in Jesus’ hands. I wasn’t willing to delegate the responsibility for her spiritual well-being to him. Instead I wanted to spiritually micromanage her. Trying to protect her from “disappointment” because I was so sure Jesus would disappoint her. I was essentially saying I could take care of her better than God.

Bruce Olson model. My all-time favorite Christian book is about a missionary named Bruce Olson who felt called by God to reach a primitive South American Indian tribe called the Motilones. This tribe was unreached because no outsider had ever before made contact with them without getting killed. There is a story in Olson’s book, Bruchko, that became a model and inspiration for me in dealing with my lack of faith with my kids.
Bruce Olson did successfully live among the Motilone Indians and after many years he finally got a chance to explain to some of his Motilone friends that God had sent his Son to the world, that he was murdered, but that he rose from the dead to give us hope beyond death. Later his best friend, a Motilone named Bobarishora (whom Bruce had nicknamed “Bobby”), confided that he wanted to know Jesus Christ for himself. 
Read excerpt from Bruchko:
One evening Bobby began to ask questions. We were sitting around a fire. The light flickered over him. His face was serious.

“How can I walk on Jesus’ trail? he asked. “No Motilone has ever done it. It’s a new thing. There is no other Motilone to tell how to do it . . .”

“Bobby,” I said, “do you remember my first Festival of the Arrows, the first time I had seen all the Motilones gather to sing their song?” The festival was the most important ceremony in the Motilone culture.

Bobby nodded. The fire flickered up momentarily and I could see his eyes, staring intently at me.

“Do you remember that I was afraid to climb up into the high hammocks to sing, for fear that the rope would break? [Explain about hammocks here.] And I told that I would sing only if I had one foot in the hammock and one foot on the ground?”

“Yes, Bruchko.”

“And what did you say to me?”

He laughed. “I told you you had to have both feet in the hammock. You have to be suspended.”

“Yes,” I said. “You have to be suspended. That is how it is when you follow Jesus. No man can tell you how to walk His trail. Only Jesus can. But to find out you have to tie your hammock strings into Him, and be suspended in God.”
Bobby said nothing. The fire danced in his eyes. Then he stood up and walked off into the darkness.
The next day he came to me. “Bruchko, I want to tie my hammock strings into Jesus Christ. But how can I? I cannot see Him or touch Him.”

“You have talked to the spirits, haven’t you?”

“Oh,” he said. “I see now.”

The next day he had a big grin on his face. “Bruchko, I have tied my hammock strings into Jesus. Now I speak a new language.”

I didn’t understand. “Have you learned some of the Spanish I speak?”
He laughed a clean, sweet laugh. “No, Bruchko, I speak a new language.”

Then I understood. To a Motilone, language is life. If Bobby had a new life, he had a new way of speaking. His speech would be Christ-oriented.

We put our hands on each other’s shoulders. My mind swept back to the first time I had met Jesus, and the life I had felt flow into me. Now my brother Bobby was experiencing Jesus himself, in the same way. He had begun to walk with Jesus.

“Jesus Christ has risen from the dead!” Bobby shouted, so that the sound filtered far off into the jungle. “He has walked our trails. I have met Him!”

After Bobby’s conversion, Bobby shared the gospel with the whole Motilone tribe and they all ended up believing in Jesus. Eventually the Motilines decided to evangelize to surrounding tribes that they had once warred with as enemies and those tribes came to believe in Jesus too. It is an incredible story. 
But going back to the story, did you notice something about Bruce Olson’s method that seemed a little risky, that perhaps made you feel a little uncomfortable? It was the way Bruce dealt with Bobby after Bobby told him he wanted to meet Jesus for himself. Bruce didn’t immediately lead him in prayer or propose that they meet for Bible study. The very first thing he did was to tell Bobby to go find Jesus for himself. Bobby even came back to him the next day expressing confusion about how to talk to Jesus. Still, Bruce gave him just a brief word of instruction and sent him back into the jungle. He told him, “No man can tell you how to walk His trail. Only Jesus can. But to find out you have to tie your hammock strings into Him, and be suspended in God.”
If it were me I’d be wondering, How do you know what spirit Bobby would end up praying to? How do you know what sort of ideas he’s going to get into his head? What if he comes back and claims that Jesus told him something really wild? The Motilones have never seen a church, never been exposed to Christianity. They know nothing except the jungle. Wouldn’t it be better if you, as the missionary, take control of this situation and try to regulate it? But the results spoke for themselves. Bobby did find Jesus. And because he did, his relationship with Christ was real and lasting.

Confronting our fears. Back to parenting, why not have the same faith as Bruce Olson did when it comes to teaching our children? The Bible teaches this very plainly. It tells us that Jesus invites our children to himself with open arms. It tells us that children not only have faith, but that their faith is the model for the kingdom. So why have doubts and hang ups? 

I think as parents we have a secret fear that if we encourage our children to go to God in prayer by themselves, they’ll come back to us and say, “I didn’t feel a thing.” Or, “Are you sure I’m not just talking to the ceiling?” Maybe that imagined scenario hits too close to home for us, because of our own doubts about whether God really exists, or really cares about us, or really does answer our prayers. Or maybe you don’t want to be caught without the right answers, or have the weakness of your own spiritual life revealed to your child. 
Trying to make it “real.” Sometimes we would rather center our children’s spiritual life around being good, or going to church and Sunday school, or going through some program we set up for them. All these things are necessary, but they shouldn’t be a substitute for knowing God personally. Sometimes we get our children busy to make them feel like their relationship with God is “real.” Maybe that’s your own experience, that God doesn’t feel real unless you are doing something for him. So you pass that along to your children instead of encouraging them to reach out to Jesus Christ directly and being confident that they will indeed meet him.
If your own faith is weak or you have trouble feeling like God is real in your life, does that you are not qualified to lead your child? No, if your faith in genuine, no matter how small or weak, you are qualified. You can take the approach that you will learn together, and maybe even learn some lessons from your child as Jesus said we should. 
How do we go about teaching our children to know Jesus Christ?
Encouraging personal prayer via need. While it is foundational to teach them that they need to embrace Jesus for the forgiveness their sins, there are so many other humble and mundane needs they have. By the time your child reaches four or five years of age, be on the lookout for opportunities to send your child to Jesus for needs you can’t meet yourself. They could be needs for healing or protection or comfort or safety. Maybe they have a question you can’t answer. Maybe they want something you can’t give them. Or they have an anxiety or problem that you can’t solve. All these are opportunities to send your child to Jesus. 

You can do a combination of praying with your child, telling your child to pray by himself about the problem or need, and promising to pray for your child on your own. Check back later and talk about what God is doing in answer to your child’s prayers. 

The way it started with Geneva was not because I recognized her spiritual need and took the opportunity to teach her. I first encouraged her to pray because she was asking me to do something impossible, so I sent her to God out of frustration, just to get her out of my hair. Tell story of Geneva’s first prayer experience. Conclusion: You don’t know how God will work in your child’s life.

Withholding judgment. They should be encouraged to talk to Jesus like a friend, tell him their secrets and worries, ask him questions, thank him for his blessings. Always remember that 1) Jesus accepts them, and 2) he cherishes their simple faith. Don’t be like the disciples and hinder this special relationship they have with Jesus by trying to micromanage it, contradict their feelings or thoughts about it, or belittle their prayer requests as immature. 

If they say, “Look, God healed the cut on my knee!” don’t answer, “Well, that would have healed anyhow even if you didn’t pray.” If they say, “Let’s pray for Grandpa’s salvation,” don’t say, “I’ve been praying for Grandpa for twenty years so don’t expect God to answer right off.” Jesus says to learn from a child’s faith. Let their sense of wonder and naivete affect you, instead of letting your cynicism affect them. Tell story of Lydia inviting Jesus to her house to play.
Talk about your own experience. The prospect of answering your child’s questions about spiritual matters can be intimidating. One simple strategy is to answer by sharing from your personal experience. You may think it’s lame and you’d be better off giving a theologically correct answer. But the fact is, telling a story about your experience is far more helpful and memorable than a textbook answer, and your child will remember it better. You just put yourself in your child’s shoes and ask, How would I deal with this problem if it was me? What if I was the one scared of the dark? What if I wasn’t getting along with my best friend at school? What if I felt like God wasn’t answering my prayers?
Talk about “mystery.” We need to add the word “mystery” to our vocabulary when it comes to spiritually instructing our children. Sometimes as parents we want to be the authority on everything, but there are some questions we won’t have the answer to. That’s okay, because when it comes to figuring out God, no one is the authority. He is the Creator. We are just creatures. As parents we must remember that, like our children, we stand on the creature side of the Creator-creature divide. It’s okay to admit to ignorance and tell your child that God is mysterious. We can’t understand everything that he does. 
By taking this attitude you teach your child that having faith isn’t about having all the right answers. Faith is not about amassing knowledge or having a great intellect. It is deeper than that, and it is something that grows with patience, experience, trust and wisdom. 
Provide simple guidance. Although you won’t claim to know all the answers, you can still provide sound guidance for your child while still giving him or her the freedom to learn the lessons the Holy Spirit is teaching them.

1. A simple teaching on prayer is that God answers in three ways: Yes, No, or Wait. Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference between the last two, but you can tell your child that every believer has that problem. 

2. If the answer is Yes, be sure to thank him.

3. If the answer is No, it is because God has something better in mind for you. Keep on the look out for what that is.

4. If the answer appears to be Wait, explain to your child that God makes us wait for his answer because he is making our faith strong. Faith is like a muscle and you have to exercise it to make it stronger. He also makes us wait because he answers in his own timing. You have to trust that his timing is best.

Benefits to your family life
Story of Lydia’s prayer for Jonathan. Example of how God listened to her instead of her parents.

When your children start to pray to God themselves and they see him answering those prayers, you can start doing creative things to resolve family problems. Sometimes children become anxious because they don’t think their parents are listening to them, or they are afraid their parents will make a decision that will mess up their lives. You can teach them that they are in God’s hands, not Daddy’s and Mommy’s. Teach them to bring their complaints and concerns to God. They can “appeal to the highest court” and be heard. Whatever God answers will be the best answer. (And don’t be surprised if he answers in your child’s favor and not yours!)
Story of moving. Taught our family to seek God together and trust his leading for us all. 

When we were talking about moving a year ago, the kids were resistant to the idea. They couldn’t imagine living anywhere except in the apartment where they grew up. We promised them that we would not move as a family until God changes all our hearts and makes all of us want to move. That settled the argument and the kids were content with that. This year, God changed their hearts and they were excited about moving. We even made a promise to the kids that God had to put the same house on all our hearts before making a choice of our new home. When it came time to making a choice, we took them to see the house Daddy and Mommy liked the best and gave them veto power. But they liked it too, so God worked everything out for us.

