10/11/09  Sermon:   “ Let the Children Come to Me! ”  

( Texts:  Acts 2:36-42;  1st Peter 3:18-22;  Mark 10:13-16 )

************************************************************************

     Today’s Gospel reading from Mark chapter 10 has been used in some Lutheran churches during a Baptism.  When we baptize infants – which is the case most of the time – Lutherans will sometimes quote our Gospel reading as evidence that Jesus wants infants to be baptized.
     Now, I must admit that our Gospel reading does not speak directly to the issue of infant Baptism.  But it is related to it!  Allow me to explain.

     First, parents were bringing their children to Jesus so that He could bless them.  We know from other parts of Scripture that these children were very young – even infants that needed to be carried.  

     Of course, some point out that Jesus blessed the children but He did NOT baptize them.  Well, that’s hardly conclusive, since Scripture teaches that Jesus didn’t baptize ANYONE – including adults.  Jesus had His disciples do all the baptizing.
     But how did Jesus’ disciples respond when they saw parents bringing their young children and infants to Jesus?  The disciples rebuked the parents.  Why?  Well, in that day little children were considered unimportant.  They were not old enough to do anything worthy of honor or reward.  The disciples couldn’t imagine why Jesus would want to waste His time with children when they weren’t even old enough to understand why He was blessing them!

     But then Jesus rebukes His disciples and says:  “Let the children come to me; do not hinder the, for to such belongs the kingdom of God.”  What is Jesus teaching us here?  First of all, Jesus wants us to bring our children to Him.  Second, our age or ability to understand has nothing to do with being able to receive God’s blessing.  
     In fact, Jesus says that the Kingdom of God belongs also to children and infants.  What is the Kingdom of God?  Simply put, the Kingdom of God is the salvation that Jesus longs to give to us sinners.  The Kingdom of God is the forgiveness, love and eternal life that Jesus gives to sinners.

     Therefore, Jesus is teaching that children and infants need to receive His Kingdom and we should not hinder them from receiving it.  We should bring our children to Jesus!

     Now, the next thing Jesus says is even more amazing.  Jesus says that those who do not receive the Kingdom of God like a child cannot enter it.  What does Jesus mean?  Well, young children and infants are helpless and can do nothing for themselves.  

     In contrast, we adults make the mistake of thinking that we can take care of ourselves, and so we are tempted to ignore God or make deals with Him.  But we can’t receive God’s Kingdom with that attitude.  We need to become like helpless infants who are saved by God’s grace alone.

      With that understood, our Gospel reading has often been used by Lutherans to show that infant Baptism is appropriate.  In other words, infants and children need to receive the salvation that God gives in Baptism.  In fact, adults should not be baptized until they first become “spiritual infants” before God and are willing to receive His kingdom like a little child.

     Having said all that, I’d like to spend the rest of the sermon dealing with the topic of infant baptism itself.  Why?  Well, we all have friends who are fellow Christians – and yet some of them disagree with us about infant baptism.  In fact, some Christians think it is wrong for us to baptize infants.  So, how are we to respond to them?

     In the rest of this sermon I will give brief answers from Scripture to the 7 most common objections to infant baptism.  In so doing I will show you that infant baptism in strongly supported by the teaching of Holy Scripture.

     The first objection to infant baptism is:  “But we’re saved by Jesus, not by Baptism!”  People who use this objection wrongly think that Baptism is a human work – something we do for God.  In other words, they see baptism as merely a symbol of our desire to be committed Christians.  Now, if baptism were merely a symbol of our commitment, then Baptism could NOT save us.  

     However, Scripture teaches that Baptism DOES save us – our reading from 1st Peter says as much.  In other words, Baptism is GOD’S WORK – something He does FOR US!  This first objection to infant Baptism fails to understand that Baptism is one of the means God uses to give us the salvation of Christ.  In other words, Jesus ACCOMPLISHED our salvation by His “life, death and resurrection.”  However, this salvation is GIVEN and DELIVERED to us through God’s “means of grace” – and one such “means of grace” is Holy Baptism!  For example, in our reading from Acts chapter 2 we see that God uses Baptism to give us forgiveness of sins and the Holy Spirit.  
     The second objection to infant baptism is:  “Infants are not sinners!  Therefore, they do not need God’s mercy given in Baptism.”  On the contrary, Scripture clearly teaches that we are sinners from the time of our conception because we inherit a sinful nature from Adam.  The Apostle Paul says:  “The wages of sin is death.”  The fact that infants die is the sign that they are sinners.  In other words, we sin BECAUSE we are sinners - and we have this condition even as infants and little children.  The teaching of Scripture makes this clear.  So, infants need the gifts God gives to us in Baptism. 

     The third objection to infant baptism is:  “But infants can’t have faith in Jesus!”  First, Scripture clearly teaches that infants and children CAN have faith in Jesus.  Scripture teaches that John the Baptist was filled with the Holy Spirit in his mother’s womb and that he jumped with joy when Mary came near because he sensed that Jesus was in her womb.  Second, Jesus holds up infants as ultimate examples of faith – our Gospel reading for today is an example of that.  Third, Scripture clearly teaches that faith is MORE than a conscious knowledge of facts about God.  Faith is trust in God that flows from a heart made new by the Holy Spirit.  If faith is ONLY a conscious awareness of God’s Word, then does one lose his or her faith when asleep or in a coma?  What about those with mental disabilities?  Finally, those who say “Infants can’t have faith!” must either 1) say that infants who die are damned or 2) that faith in Christ is not necessary for salvation.  But Scripture teaches neither error!  Instead, Scripture teaches that infants can be saved because infants can have faith in Jesus!
     The fourth objection to infant baptism is:  “But Jesus was baptized as an adult!”  If one takes this assertion to its logical end, then you must say:  “Jesus wasn’t baptized until he was about 30, so no one should be baptized BEFORE that age!  In addition, Jesus was baptized in the Jordan, and so all baptisms must take place in the Jordan river or they are not valid.  In fact, Jesus was a man and so women should not be baptized!”  This is ridiculous, of course!  One must note that Jesus was baptized for reasons completely different than why we are baptized.  
     First, Jesus was sinless and so He did not need the forgiveness delivered in Baptism.  Second, Jesus’ Baptism was God’s way of showing that Baptism saves us because Jesus has made Himself part of it.  In other words, Jesus was not baptized to give us an example to follow.  Instead, Jesus was baptized to show us the source and power behind the salvation given in Baptism.  This becomes obvious when God uses Jesus’ Baptism as a public witness to show us that Jesus is His Son, our Savior!

     The fifth objection to infant baptism is:  “The Bible never says that we should baptize infants!”  First of all, the entire Old Testament assumes that infants were always part of the salvation acts of God.  This is one reason boys received circumcision when they were only 8 days old!  Secondly, in Matthew 28:19 Jesus says that we should MAKE disciples by baptizing them.  He says to do this for ALL nations, and he gives no exceptions as to age.  Also, in today’s reading from Acts chapter 2 Peter tells the crowd who had been convicted by his preaching:  “Repent and be baptized EVERYONE of you in the name of Jesus for the forgiveness of your sin and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The promise is for you AND YOUR CHILDREN.”  
     Simply put, the bible assumes (especially based on the practice of the Old Testament!) that infants will be baptized - and Matthew 28:19 and Acts 2:38-39 confirm this.  Therefore, the burden of proof is not on Lutherans to find yet ANOTHER text that says infants should be baptized.  Instead, the burden of proof is on those who deny infant baptism.  They must find just 1 passage that says infants should NOT be baptized.  However, there is no such passage!  The reason there is no such passage is that Scripture assumes that infants will be baptized!
     The sixth objection is:  “Adults were taught first and then were baptized later.  So we should wait for infants to grow up so we can teach them before we baptize them.”  This objection fails to distinguish the difference between infants and adults.   Scripture clearly teaches that humans are conceived in sin.  However, unbelieving infants have one advantage over unbelieving adults.  Infants do not yet have a rebellious reason!  Scripture teaches that we are conceived in sin and if we grow up as unbelievers we develop a conscious reason that is hostile to the Gospel.  So, unlike infants who are in a position to receive the Gospel, adults need to have their reason humbled through the preaching of God’s Word.  Adults must become like “little children” or “spiritual infants” before they can receive Holy Baptism.  
     I use the following analogy:  Unbelieving infants are like a plowed field.  They do not have the “seed of life” but they are in a position to receive it.  In contrast, unbelieving older children and adults are like a field with hard soil     (covered by weeds and rocks) that needs to be broken up and cleared out before it can receive the “seed of life.”  This explains why infants are baptized and then taught, whereas older children and adults are taught and then Baptized.

     Finally, the seventh objection to infant baptism is this:  “Joe Lutheran was baptized as an infant.  But now as an adult he never attends church and he lives a life of unrepentant sin!”  The Bible teaches that our faith must be nurtured by God’s Word, or it will die!  Sadly, some who were baptized as infants are now living as unbelievers because their faith was not nurtured by the hearing and reading God’s Word.  Such people should be called back to faith in Christ by the preaching of God’s Word!  
     However, the fact that some fall away after Baptism does NOT mean we should stop baptizing infants!  For example, some adults are brought to faith through the preaching of God’s Word, but then later fall away from the Faith.  Does this mean we should never preach God’s Word to adults because some later fall away?  Of course not!  In the same way, we still baptize infants even though, sadly, some later fall away from the Faith.
     Well, now that I’ve answered the most common objections to infant Baptism, let me stress that we would do well to remember these words of Jesus from today’s Gospel reading:  “Let the children come to Me!”  The greatest way we can show love for our children is to bring them to Jesus.  

     We do this by bringing them to the waters of Holy Baptism where God gives them forgiveness, the Holy Spirit and all the blessings of salvation that Jesus won for them.
     However, we must continue to bring our children to Jesus after baptism.  We do this by keeping God’s Word at the center of our families and by faithfully attending the Services of Christ’s Church.  
     Parents, we must also be examples for our children by attending Services ourselves, and by taking time to read the bible and pray.  By doing this you show your children that Jesus is not someone you leave behind after Confirmation.  Children need to see that we adults need Jesus just as much as they do!  This is one reason we ask the parents to attend Confirmation classes with their children!
     Therefore, when parents bring children for Sunday School it would be great if those same parents would stay for adult Bible Class.  Not only would you be blessed by the study of God’s Word, but your children would also be blessed by your example.

     Finally, remember that God adopted you and chose you as His own in Holy Baptism.  Jesus wants you to come to Him every day like a little child, believing that you are totally dependant upon Him for all that you need – especially for forgiveness of sin and the hope of eternal life in His love.  When Jesus says “Let the children come to Me!” He is thereby inviting YOU to come to Him in childlike faith – no matter what age you may be. 

