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CHAPTER 3. PROJECT 

The Theology of “The Child” 

The Trinitarian Plan and Promise for Children: A Biblical Narrative 

Introductory Statement 

Children are a gift from God…this is the declarative truth put forth in Psalm 

127:3. The specificity of this verse is not as a treatise to the actual procreation and 

reproduction, but rather as a treatise for why humanity comes into being only because of 

“multiplying” and that when babies are born, humanity is reflecting God’s good creation. 

This is further affirmed in the understanding that the Triune God’s intention has always 

been to grow through fruitful multiplication, His created beings, made in His image, over 

and over again as He declares in Genesis, to make humans in “our image”, bearing out 

God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.   

So, how do we see children as God sees them in His image, and understand the 

way in which He values them. How do we understand the theological fulfillment of 

God’s story through children and how are we called to value them as the very essence of 

the reconciling purpose for redemption and salvation as “children” ourselves? 

For purposes of this paper four tenets will emerge that begin to form a theology of 

the child:   
 
1. Children are created in the triune image of God and are wholly and fully human 
beings and that God reveals much of His divine love in and through the child as in 
the Christ Child and relationship with God. 
2. The triune God values children providentially and with favor. 
3. Children truly fulfill God’s purpose and promise, on earth as it is in 
Heaven…into the new Heaven and the new earth. 
4. We have stewardship responsibilities, given by God, for the flourishing 
wellbeing of children and in that we experience His grace which translates to our 
own relationship as children of God 
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Children as Created in the Image of the Triune God 

Humanity, since the very beginning of its creation, has continually been engaged 

in and in pursuit of a relationship with the Creator. Whether knowingly or unknowingly, 

this dynamic, fluid work has been going on from its inception, at “the beginning”, in the 

garden, through the fall of humanity, and into the historical events over centuries passing. 

Likewise, The Creator has also been initiating first, this very work of grace. We see the 

ensuing pursuit of God towards His created beings, knowingly made by Him, and in His 

image. God’s plan then is revealed fully in His prevenient grace to restore us into the 

perfected relationship with Him. 
 

Through this paper, the goal is not to explore the contextual clarity of scriptural 

references of “child” and children” but rather to explore the context of how children can 

and do reflect the image of God, that is, humankind in the image of God, “Imago Dei”.  

This will lead us to a clarity of understanding our place as children of God and why we 

are all sons and daughters…revealing fully His divine love for the metaphoric “children” 

and the literal season of being as a child, being pursued by God and finding relationship 

with God through the reconciliation of humanity to our Creator, God the Father, God the 

Son and God the Holy Spirit. Walter Brueggemann says it to us this way: “There is only 

one way in which God is imaged in the world and only one: humanness! God is not 

imaged in anything fixed but in freedom of human persons to be faithful and gracious.” 1 

 

                                                
1 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (eds. James Luther Mays, Patrick D. Miller, Jr. and Paul J. Achtemeier; 
Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 24, 25. 
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Let us take a moment to note the ethos of the word “image” and to note that it is 

not synonymous with “likeness”. This assertion must be made clear so that we know 

what we are referring to when we state this word “image”. Mildred Bangs Wynkoop 

offers clarity by indicating that the Septuagint carefully preserves the distinction between 

“image” and “likeness” and the New Testament writers maintain this as well.  Through a 

series of linguistic and Hebrew word analysis we are given the understanding of the word 

“image” to come from “celem” which is a verb form of “calam”, which means to be 

shady or dark. The idea of shade emerges and gives us the conceptual understanding of 

“shadow”.  Here is the connection then: “… the dark portion cast in the outline of the 

original object was an ‘image’ ” which thusly we can conclude that an image cast by an 

object and representing the form of that object.” 2 In the end then we can discern that 

“image” declares our experience of standing before God in our personhood, representing 

the very same form and nature of God, in a divine union of humanity and God. 

So now we begin the journey to understand more fully what this union is about. 

The union between God and humanity, often finds its beginning in the New Testament 

with the incarnation of the Son.  That moment in history when “in the fullness of time, 

God sent forth His Son,” is the event that changed everything, initiating a new reality for 

human beings to become like God and to participate in His Life.  This reciprocal 

relationship, though it is made irrevocably clear in the New Testament, is not absent from 

the Old Testament.  God’s desire for and work toward such a relationship with humanity 

is evident in various accounts, but is extremely apparent in narrative of the Creation of 

                                                

2Wynkoop, Mildred Bangs. A Theology of Love. (Kansas City: Beacon Hill, 1972), 117. 
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humanity (Gen 1:26-28). Let us explore that more fully as it informs and affects our 

understanding of the creation of children and in His likeness through fruitful 

multiplication.  

Genesis 1:26-28  

26 Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the 
livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” 

27 So God created man in his own image, 
    in the image of God he created him; 
    male and female he created them. 

28 And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the 
earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of 
the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” (ESV) 

The Genesis 1 account was written during the Babylonian exile of Israel in the 

sixth century BC to remind Israel of God’s ultimate authority as the Creator even though 

they were under the reign of another at that time.3  Yahweh’s plan for them could not be 

thwarted by their displacement or disobedience.  Written in poetic form, it was probably 

meant for liturgical use, serving as constant reminders of these truths about God’s 

character and His plan for humanity.  The Hebrew word for “image” (ֶצֶלם tselem) in this 

verse only occurs seventeen times in the Old Testament.  Ten times it describes types of 

physical images (1 Sam 6:5; Ezek 16:17; Num 33:52); twice it is used to identify 

humanity’s existence as a shadow (Ps 39:7; 73:20); and the other five are in Genesis 

(1:26, 27; 5:3; 9:6).  With such inconsistent uses and lacking a verb from this root to 

clarify its meaning, the understanding of humanity being made in “the image of God” for 

                                                
3 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (eds. James Luther Mays, Patrick D. Miller, Jr. and Paul J. Achtemeier; 
Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 24, 25. Although this historical time frame may appear as a departure 
from the “standard” understanding that Moses compiled the Torah, it is credibly supported in this source. 
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the original audience was probably no clearer than ours.  The term for “likeness” 

however, is not as difficult to apprehend.  In its use throughout the Old Testament, it 

typically is related to resemblance or to “be like” something or someone.  With the 

cohesion between these two terms, it is evident that “this image is to correspond to the 

original image; that it is to resemble it.”4  In the whole of our being, not just in part, we 

are made to be how God is.  We are designed and fashioned to bear the reality of who 

God is both as individuals in relation to God and as community in relation to others in the 

world.  God’s purpose and final hope for humanity is to be like Him for relationship and 

representation.5 

The union between the Creator and the creature is obvious throughout Genesis 1.  

The depiction of God’s creation of humanity in His image and likeness indicates His 

original intention for us was to be like Him so that we could be in a reciprocal 

relationship.  God wanted humanity to participate rather than simply follow, to partner 

with Him not just watch from afar and to share in His divine life by being “like” Him 

instead of just being another creature. 

Humanity was set apart for relationship from their beginning.  Though humanity 

was created on the same day as the land animals, there is a shift as the author recounts the 

creation of humanity.  The relationship between God and humanity is different from the 

relationship God has with other creatures.  Though the command to “be fruitful and 

multiply” is given to the animals (1:22), the same command is given to humanity, but this 

time in a much more personal way, “and God said to them” (1:28).  This personal kind of 

                                                
4 Gerhard Von Rad, Genesis. (London: SCM Press LTD. 1961), 58.  
5 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary (trans. John J. Scullion; Minneapolis: SPCK, London 
and Augsburg Publishing House, 1984), 150-151. 
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relationship that humanity can enter into with God that is different than that of other 

creatures implies the meaning of being made in the image and likeness of God.6  It was 

for the purpose of participating in relationship that God made humans “like” Himself.  

The mere possibility for humans to engage in relationship with the eternal Creator 

implies likeness to God.   

 Humanity was made in His image and likeness to represent God as He is on this 

earth. In this humanity, we must include the fully whole humans, called children.  

God endows children with His image and this call to be like Him in this world 

because he is a gracious, self-giving God.7  He does not then reign over Creation from 

afar, but comes near through children.  Though as humans, children are not equal with 

God, they are enabled by Him and His graciousness in creating them in His image, to 

engage with Him, to interact with Him on a meaningful level, to understand and 

cooperate together with Him.   

To be a child is to be like God so that the child can be in a personal relationship 

with Him and that is deeper than the relationship He has with other creatures. Such 

personal and intimate terms compel us to recognize God’s grand design for children to 

clearly participate in the divine life.  Though it is not certain if that participation is 

through being united to God’s nature, it is clear that we were made to be united to God.  

Because this union between God and children takes place fully within Christ, this account 

in Genesis is already pointing to that union.   

                                                
6 Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, 
Advocacy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 17. 
7 Walter Bruggemann, Theology of the Old Testament Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, 
Advocacy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 33. 
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Jesus is the image of God (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15) and calls us to be re-created in 

the likeness of God (Eph. 4:22-24), so the Genesis passage and Jesus both express the 

idea of humanity being linked to the image of God.  Every child can be a “new creature” 

(2 Cor. 5:17) entrusted with the gracious rule over creation. The connection between God 

creating children in His image and likeness and Christ re-creating them in His image and 

likeness is the way in which Christ calls humanity into the relationship again. 

Even after the fall, there is a relationship between humanity and God, though the 

relationship is now marred and corrupt – looking toward the healing and restoration of 

the relationship---incarnation to come.  And here we know the divine love of His 

pursuing grace works in and through children, as He has used the Christ child in His own 

incarnation to enter in. How can we not account for how God completely and wholly 

values, and uses the child to make Himself known over and over again?    

The Garden was to be the first garden where Adam and Eve dwelled and indeed 

their children were to go on to new gardens created by God. He had a creation plan for 

humanity and a promise of goodness, joy, love and abiding life with Him, However, sin 

came and separated them as humans began to doubt God and stopped depending on Him 

for their every need. The stewardship call He gave both Adam and Eve, and the 

replication of that call to their children, and their children’s children was now replaced 

with separation from Him. The pre Genesis 3 world had changed. Yet even in this there is 

a clarity of the way in which God intends to use children as transformative agents in this 

fallen world, longing to be restored back to their Creator, their Heavenly Father. The 

transformative trajectory was put into motion the day children were created in His image 

and then the day the Christ child entered in after the fall to bring the Kingdom back.  
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God indeed values and loves His children, as we have understood clearly to be 

crated in His image. So how much does God value children? More than our western and 

eastern contexts can even describe. However many scholars, pastors, educators and 

theologians, who have embraced and led the charge for a theological context for children 

contend that since we can know the goodness of God and His undeniable and powerful 

love, even in what may be a mystery in some ways, we can bring a framework of 

understanding to how much God values children and then recognize it in the Biblical 

narrative from Genesis to Revelation. That is from Creation, through the fall and into new 

resurrected life of the New Heaven and the New Earth.  

We must recognize our own selves as children in the value God places on 

children. This is somewhat the paradox of the child…especially in the idea that childhood 

is a real developmental stage of human development and is also the language God has 

given us to understand salvation, restoration and redemption. Matthew 18:2-4 declares 

one of the many inferences both literally and metaphorically of this elevation of love for 

the child.   “…And calling to him a child, he put him in the midst of them 3 and said, 

‘Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the 

kingdom of heaven. 4 Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven’…” 8 This is a reflection of where God places His value of 

children…even a condition of sorts, for entering the Kingdom… 

that is one must be “like children” to enter into His kingdom. This must not be 

overlooked nor ignored.  

 

                                                
8 Crossway Bibles. ESV: Study Bible: English Standard Version. Wheaton, Ill: Crossway Bibles, 2007. 
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Theologian, Karl Rahner spent decades of his studies on the ideas of just who the 

child is as in the image of God and how much the childhood season is indeed pivotal to 

the trajectory of salvation even in adulthood. “Tragically, there remains a tendency in our 

own day to ‘instrumentalise’ childhood, and so to devalue childhood qua childhood. So 

Martha Stortz: We point children ‘too rapidly toward the adults they will become’. 

Childhood is not ‘something you do on the way to becoming an adult’.” 9 Here Rahner 

begins to unpack the essence of what we must stop doing and what we must decide to 

start doing. Indeed in this context…childhood is full and complete in the way a child is 

fully, a fully created human, having fully human experiences even in the developmental 

chronos of their seasons. They are “being” now…not waiting to “be” when arriving at 

“adulthood”.   It bears noting here that a further analysis would help us contextualize 

even this within a cultural context, for there is a wide and deep spectrum of identifying 

the arrival into adulthood from culture to culture. For practicality, we cannot address this 

now, however it would further affirm the tenet Rahner implies.  We can see that although 

the child is yet developing, she is fully and wholly human.  

Rahner has given those of us who long for this theological foundation some key 

affirmations we can operate out of to fully understand the value God gives children:  

1. That we interpret the existence of children in a biblical matrix:  
that we first hear ‘what the divinely revealed word has to say about  
childhood. In the intention of the Creator and Redeemer of children 
 what meaning does childhood have, and what task does it lay upon 
 us for the perfecting and saving of humanity?’ 
2. That this beginning represents mystery unveiled. Consequently, 

                                                
9 jasongoroncy.com/2009/02/03/karl-rahner-on-a-theology-of-childhood/Feb 3, 2009. 
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those who care for/about children will delight in each act of unveiling 
and find meaning therein. 
Childhood is, in the last analysis, a mystery. It has the force of a  
beginning and a twofold beginning at that. It is a beginning in the 
 sense of the absolute origin of the individual, and also the beginning  
which plunges its roots into a history over which the individual himself 
 has no control. Childhood has the force of a beginning such that the future 
 which corresponds to it is not simply the unfolding of some latent  
interior force, but something freely sent and something which actually  
comes to meet one. And it is not until this future is actually attained to 
 that the beginning itself is unveiled in its significance, that it is actually 
 given and comes to its own realisation, as a beginning which is open 
 to the absolute beginning of God who is utter mystery, the ineffable 
 and eternal, nameless and precisely as such accepted with love in his 
 divine nature as he who presides over all things.”10 
 

 Angela Shier-Jones, further solidifies this position by stating that it is not just that 

“…childhood as a phase of life [of separation and dependence] but as ‘a part of our being 

before God’…”11 This then gives us the mandate that we must not objectify children 

because they are as us…created in the image of God and hence becomes the foundation 

for the “theological enquiry” 12 we find ourselves in.  It leads us to Rahner’s conclusions 

as well…because we are then becoming children of God.  This is that mystery Rahner 

introduces us to. Therefore it takes the eschatological journey into that mystery to believe 

the paradox…even in its mystery. Rahner offers us this clarity of the paradox:  “… we do 

not really know what childhood means at the beginning of our lives until we know what 

that childhood means which comes at the end of them; that childhood, namely, in which, 

by God-given repentance and conversion, we receive the kingdom of God and so become 

                                                
10 jasongoroncy.com/2009/02/03/karl-rahner-on-a-theology-of-childhood/Feb 3, 2009 
11 Angela Shier-Jones, Children of God: Towards a Theology of Childhood, (Australian ejournal 
of Theology 12 1 ) (June 2008), 4. 
12 Ibid. 
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children. It is in this sense that we only recognise the child at the beginning of life from 

the child of the future.” 13 

We can then reconcile our own sense of being separated by sin and the need to be 

restored to our creator, our Father again. As the child, who is born into suffering, chaos, 

corruption and unavoidable normal issues of life, the child will “…will finally address it 

in openness to the One “who presides over all things. Rahner expresses it tersely: 

“childhood is openness. Human childhood is infinite openness”. 14 This is the way in 

which we live the paradox as adults…but without really passing through stages but rather 

through an orientation of the divine.  It is then a “…reality of childhood in the human 

sense that is ‘transferred’ into the childhood of the divine sense.15 We all indeed become 

children…His children…sons and daughters of God.  

The value of children then must be evoked through what Rahner calls the 

“trinitarian shape of Christian anthropology”. Here we recognize the life of God in the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit. We see their giving, receiving in perfect unity. So, we are 

children in terms of the Fatherhood of God, but also in the sonship of the Son and the 

incarnate of the Spirit that invades the being and the very nature of the Father, Son and 

Spirit are bound up in each other and therefore gives the legitimacy to why it is indeed 

that it is the triune God who has the true plan and promise for children…and that our 

childhood goes with us into eternity.  

                                                
13 jasongoroncy.com/2009/02/03/karl-rahner-on-a-theology-of-childhood/Feb 3, 2009. 
 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid, 5. 
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We must wrestle out this paradox, as confusing and mysterious as it seems. 

Because otherwise, we will only see the child as a lower version of an adult…waiting to 

be compete and whole. Yet we know that God has not intended this at all, but rather is 

calling us to see the metaphoric and literal intersection of the child and how we begin and 

end at the beginning again as a child. “We only become the children we were because we 

gather up time…and in this our childhood too-into our eternity.”16 

Favor and Providence: The Triune God’s Value of Children 
 
The essence of seeing and understanding that children are indeed created in the 

image of God, wholly human and in the Holy image, we can then further enter into the 

Biblical narrative to see why and how God values children.  God has created His story 

through children far more often than other age defined characteristic of humanity. 

Consider just a few: Samuel, David, Joseph, Jacob, Esther, Elihu, Jeremiah, Miriam, 

Mary, and His own Son, Jesus.  

Let us not overlook the truth that many of the divine nature of God and His 

character has been consistently demonstrated through children. In Catherine Maresca’s 

work on children and theology, she points us to the body of work that has come from the 

great educator and pioneer of children and the learning process: Maria Montessori. Here 

we find the divinity of the child revealed in that God, intentionally reveals “…many 

mysteries to these little ones”. 17  

God has overcome the human rationale, the one that says we can only understand 

                                                
16 jasongoroncy.com/2009/02/03/karl-rahner-on-a-theology-of-childhood/Feb 3, 2009, 6. 
17 Catherine Maresca, Children and Theology (Sewanee Theological Review 48:1), (Christmas 
2004),11 
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God, now through a rational subtext of understanding through our “adult” brain, He puts 

to rest this idea of only rational reason can bridge the gap between how we can know 

God. The child comes with the faith that God speaks of, over and over again of the 

childlike faith and that we must become like children in order to inherit the Kingdom. 

Indeed He is intentional illuminating this for us. Herein lies the paradox that becomes so 

pivotal to our eternal future. The natural human lens utters the essential need to be 

scientific and have the capability to have developed logic and a scientific methodology of 

reason to apply to our understanding of God. God delights in turning this upside down, 

for what He talks about is FAITH…and this is fully defined as something that can 

exercised and practiced without scientific reason alone. In Maresca’s work, she elevates 

this truth by pointing us to Saint Anselm’s definition of theology: “…faith, seeking 

understanding…”18  Children are conduits of defining what faith is, what it looks like and 

what it results in. Children reveal fully the evidence of God in their full ability to have 

faith, therefore, in abundant favor God intends to reveal Himself in those biblical 

narratives that include children’s divine nature to believe without seeing, to know without 

having it reasoned out and to walk in it without doubt.  Hence, “James Fowler speaks of 

faith as an “irreducibly relational phenomenon…”19, and in this faith a relationship God 

is indeed understood.  Is it any wonder then that in the gospel message we are told in 

Isaiah 11:6 a little child will lead them?  

 It is then, in this relationship, that we see God’s favor and providence play out, 

because it is the child that responds with transparency and unhindered expectations of 

                                                
18 Catherine Maresca, Children and Theology (Sewanee Theological Review 48:1), (Christmas 
2004), 13. 
19 Ibid. 
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what God’s intention is towards her, for He came to us with a covenant that cannot be 

broken. The providence of God assures us He is always the initiator, we, as His created 

beings, respond to this all- encompassing prevenient Grace. We are partners with God in 

this covenant promise and as God reaches towards children, they have a freedom in their 

being that respond God in that “child- like faith”.   

Sofia Cavaletti, one who has studied faith and children for over forty five years, 

brings support to what is being put forth here. She states, “…We believe that the child, 

more than any other, has need of love because the child is rich in love…God-who is love-

and the child, who asks for more love than his mother’s milk, thus meet one another in a 

particular correspondence of nature.” 20 This is the full wholeness of the child and her 

ability to indeed comprehend the mysteries of God, the love of God and the response to 

God. In this way we can settle into the clarity of the value God places on and in the child, 

and why we are beckoned by Jesus, who said in Matthew 18:3. “Truly I tell you, unless 

you change and become like little children, you will never enter the Kingdom of God”.  

We can further explore what is this reason for the favor God has on children? 

What compels Him to use them for the gospel message, how does He see their value and 

what qualities and characteristics does He value in them?  The answers can be found if 

we explore Matthew 18:3 and ask first “what does “becoming like little children”? 

Maresca proposes three characteristics that may be helpful in gaining understanding of 

this “childlikeness”.  A deeper analysis for each of these can be developed at another 

time, however, for the purpose of this paper, let us at least point them out so that we can 

function in the essence of the favor and providence He puts for upon children.  

                                                
20 Catherine Maresca, Children and Theology (Sewanee Theological Review 48:1), (Christmas 
2004), 13 
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The first characteristic can be identified as “essentiality”. Children can uniquely 

settle at the simplistic universal themes of theology: that is love, faith, hope. This is then 

unpacked when we see how they center in on “…the love of God, the death and 

resurrection of Jesus, the kingdom of God among us, and in the incarnation.” 21 This is 

powerful as this is the Triune God in full clarity and where we can come as His children 

in the family of God. This is unity…the unity we so long for as we think of being God’s 

people, His children, the Church and so on.  

The second characteristic within children is found in their wonder. Children are 

naturally knitted to explore in a way that leads them to proverbial “enchantment”. They 

are awestruck over and over again. They marvel without growing bored of the same 

amazing biblical narratives and theological themes. The baby Jesus, in the manger, the 

parting of the Red Sea, the building of the Ark, the good Shepherd and His sheep. These 

are centering truths they return to over and over again, with contemplation and awe.  

The third characteristic is that of enjoyment. The trust in God, the assurance of 

His promise, the lack of doubt and fear in God allows the child to know God and 

understand God. The “kerygma” of the biblical narrative that gives way to the gospel 

message is constantly appealing to the child. It gives the child “en-joy-ment”.  Maresca 

suggests that “nurtured by the kerygma without and wonder within the child’s 

relationship with God is characterized by a ‘joy that puts the child in peace, that makes 

him serene and calm.’” 22  

Here we, as adults, can then understand what it means to become like little 

                                                
21 Catherine Maresca, Children and Theology (Sewanee Theological Review 48:1), (Christmas 
2004), 14. 
22 Ibid. 
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children. That is: focus on critical and simple tenets of theology (essentiality), walk in a 

sense of humility and thankfulness to and for God (wonder), and our relationship with 

God is for pure co- mutual joy, in which He delights (enjoyment).  

God, through His covenant, has revealed a powerful providential love in which 

He offers favor for children…and yet…does not leave anyone out…for even as adults, 

we can find the value through the very childlikeness he values.  

 
Children as a Fulfillment of God’s Promise and Purpose 

 

The triune God has made a way to find His created beings yet again. The ideas 

put forth thus far have given us context for understanding the creation of humanity in His 

image, hence including the wholeness of children in His image. We have explored why 

and how God values the distinctive characteristics of the child now we move to a brief 

analysis of His purpose for children.   

In understanding the creation, we know God’s intentions were to inhabit 

The Garden and for His humanity to be fruitful and multiply, there by securing the 

validity that children came into the world. However their entry point as that of being born 

into a separated relationship with God, their Creator altered what He had originally 

planned. The reality is that before the fall there was to be a reconciled whole and healthy 

relationship with God. Adam and Eve and their offspring were to inhabit the creation, and 

steward it through joyful work and purpose given by God. When humans doubted God 

and strayed from depending upon Him for all things, this sin nature took them away from 

their Father, God.  

Here the essential purpose was born, to live out all of the days in the 
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 original garden and then to go out into new gardens of God’s created heaven and earth. 

However, we know separation, through sin, and so too did the corruption of the life of 

humans…and it has manifested itself over centuries into the sin cursed life of human 

beings, beginning in their birth and throughout the life span.  

 So how do we now understand the purpose for children in God’s plan?  Simply 

put, it is His plan, plain and simple, that children should embody the image of God and be 

conduits of His love as they grow, flourish and thrive in relationship with Him. As they 

embody the incarnate Spirit as being fully human and fully spirit beings, they go into 

adulthood and into new places to be that very being, in reflection of that image, so others 

will also know.  It is a multiplication purpose that God created and although it was 

thwarted through sin, God made a redemptive plan back to the Garden, on earth as it is in 

Heaven, so that we can now go forth to the New Heaven and the New Earth. Restoration, 

now, redemption now and reconciliation now.  

 Here we must consider just some of the purposes of children in His redemptive 

plan:  

To be a conduit of authentic love 
To be the visual image of God 
To multiply goodness here and now 
To speak His voice in word and deed 
To give us as adults a path to “become like little children” 
To model faith 
To give us hope 
To show us the world, in the global context 
To reveal the divinity of the triune God 
To see the universal global child in her abundant value 
To give voice to those who are marginalized, oppressed and denied equity 

 

The list could continue, however, take note, that what is proposed is not new. It is 

a pathway of redemption, for how God intended for it to be, in the beginning.  
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In the book, Theology, Mission and Child: Global Perspectives, Mark Oxbow 

gives us powerful understanding for children and their purpose, in that “our theology 

flows out of our understanding…of the inner life of the Trinity.” 23  He further identifies 

the aspects of the trinity for us. As we reflect God the Father sending His Son, we can 

understand why we are sent to children. As we contemplate the Son’s cry in Matthew 

27:46, ‘Father why have you forsaken me’, we peer into the pain of being separated from 

our Creator, His good garden life He planned for us and the corrupted good we now must 

live in, and finally when we see the Spirit come down to the Son, we can experience the 

very power we too must walk in to travel on this mission here on earth. 24  

 The purpose then becomes clear again, the child anchors us back to the Trinitarian 

promise and plan. As oxbow puts it: “The child placed in the midst reminds us by her 

very presence what we have lost.” 25 Yet, “In God there is no ‘being’ alone-the child 

knows that physically, psychologically, and spiritually. As God is three persons in one 

‘being’, so the child experiences, and calls us as adults to rediscover life in community, 

and that we can only fully ‘be’ in and with others, and ultimately in and with God.” 26 

We can find yet again, in the new life, becoming new garden creatures, becoming like 

little children.  In this we recognize that we are not taking God into the places of 

darkness, but rather joining Him, already there, as an “… invitation to a ‘journey of 

return’ which we undertake together, prodigals returning together to the Father, drawn by 

                                                
23 Keith Prevette, Rosalee Velloso Ewell, and D.J. Konz, eds.,  Theology, Mission and Child:  
Global Perspectives (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2014), 48. 

 
24 Keith Prevette, Rosalee Velloso Ewell, and D.J. Konz, eds.,  Theology, Mission and Child:  
Global Perspectives (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2014), 46. 
 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid, 49 
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His glory and love” 27   

The depiction then compels us to see ourselves now as the family of God.  

D.J. Kong completes this narrative in his statement, “…In the situated context of God’s 

family, our conceptions of theology, mission and child may indeed be in need of 

continual conversion, returning again to the beginning and being born again to new 

understandings and new possibilities. 28 

God’s purpose is then made complete and whole, perfected through the child and 

being like a child. We go forth as children of God, to and with children on this amazing 

journey home again...and then into the new Heaven and the New Earth.  

 
Stewardship and the Call With and For Children 

 
The exploration of the child, through the biblical narrative and the theological 

 context, leaves us in a paradox of understanding just what we are to do with this 

understanding. The reality that we too are like children, and then the actuality of the 

human development of truthful birth and growth through childhood to adulthood can 

leave us with a sense of contradictory themes that we cannot reconcile. Do we have a call 

to children in a missiological context? An educational context? A pastoral context? A 

parental context? A community context? How do we fully understand how God is indeed 

compelling us to something in our beings…in the ways we now see the value of children 

in God’s eyes and the theological underpinnings within which the gospel message is 

anchored?    

Perhaps we need to consider this as we seek insight and answers: we do have 

                                                
27 Keith Prevette, Rosalee Velloso Ewell, and D.J. Konz, eds.,  Theology, Mission and Child:  
Global Perspectives (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2014), 46. 
28 Ibid.. 
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stewardship responsibilities, given by God, for the flourishing wellbeing of children and 

in that we experience His grace which translates to our own relationship as children of 

God. This is anchored in a call of sorts as in the biblical narrative given to the disciples 

and the same kind of call that Paul talks about. Not the vocational call that has been 

predicated on a western framework for “job” or “work” in the doing mode, but rather on 

a framework embedded deep in the biblical narrative of the gospel message. The framing 

that declares the relationship between the Creator and His created beings. The framing 

that also declares the relationship between God and the child of God. Elizabeth Waldron 

Barnett illuminates with artistry the way in which God intended us to understand this call 

as in the language of the biblical vernacular. “Call indicates deep and transformative 

interventions, interactions, and invitations by God in a non-categorisable collection of 

narratives…the personal and plentiful history of call testifies to the creative relational 

freedom, which befits God to apprehend and address us in any way God chooses.” 29 

Here we can begin to see calling and stewardship connect. We can see a path of 

how discipleship and spiritual growth informs and molds us into the call He is giving us.  

We can acknowledge through the story of God, His unique message to His children, both 

individually as in Paul, Samuel, Esther, Jeremiah, Jonah, David and so on; and also in 

community when speaking to the children of Israel, Jews, Gentiles or the disciples and so 

on.  In this unique way, God’s call has been varied and is “…creative, redemptive, 

restorative, prophetic, re-orienting, advocative, declarative, affective, adjudicative…”30 

Even in this way no call is given more significance than another, nor does it need to be. 

                                                
29 Keith Prevette, Rosalee Velloso Ewell, and D.J. Konz, eds.,  Theology, Mission and Child:  
Global Perspectives (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2014), 216.  
30 Ibid, 217. 
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The call for every one exists in perfected and creative harmony as the Triune God 

intended. So then, for the purpose of this connecting thread, let us look at perhaps one of 

the most compelling passage in the Scriptures that sheds light on the connection between 

call and stewardship, for the child that is Matthew 18:3, “He called a child…”  

 The beauty of this deliberate call sets the view on a magnificent understanding for 

why God cares deeply about the purpose of the child and how He truly desires to 

reconcile His humanity back to Him through a child…and in the same way calls us to be 

like children belonging to Him as a family. Then, as a sons and daughters, we have a 

relationship with Him now, and so that gives us a stewardship purpose for the world we 

live in…and that engages us with the child again.  This seemingly circular and 

“redundant” path indeed does go somewhere, for it beckons us back to the very one who 

began this work…God. Barnett suggests we can understand this more fully if we look at 

three “qualifiers”:  

1. It is God who always calls “…for all ‘calls of God’ are ‘calls’ ‘of God’.  

2. “The lines between child and adult, although sociologically distinct in the 

ancient societies of the biblical texts are blurred theologically and textually in the 

received documents of the canon”  

3. “…we ought to exercise extreme caution in proclaiming ‘reasonableness’ on 

the acts of God in Scripture.” 31 

The call is our stewardship invitation from God to fulfill the purpose He created 

for us…not after we “grow up” into adults, but indeed as a child…in our chronological 

age and our salvation age. In all our developmental stages of the lifespan, the grace 

                                                
31 Keith Prevette, Rosalee Velloso Ewell, and D.J. Konz, eds., Theology, Mission and Child: 
Global Perspectives (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2014), 218. 
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comes to us…in God, coming to us and making us His own…again…but now, being 

born again. “Thus the ‘call of Christ requires that we hear it as the call of the child” 32 

The thread connection must be carried further, as we are missing the completion 

of the call. For when we understand now that we are now as children, we inherit a 

Kingdom purpose…the one that is “linked in prophetic significance and as Kingdom 

signs in ministry of Jesus”. 33 This is how we know what we are called to. The Kingdom 

work extended to others and with each other. We are now “birthed” into the Kingdom 

work of giving ourselves to others…as incarnate children of God. We can function now 

in this paradox, to come to the children as children of God, seeing and acknowledging 

them as fully human and stands as “God’s Kingdom”34 and therefore requires our 

response to the liberation for children to fully be in glorious connection with the God of 

this Kingdom.  

This begins to shape the stewardship call because now we need not develop a 

mission that subjugates children to a lesser human form, but rather in the “tenderness of 

the child”35 they are the vulnerable, the meek and the ones who will indeed inherit the 

earth. They are the fully redeemed essence of what God values the most. Not that of 

power, oppression, competition and greatness, but rather to the paradox of the weak, the 

humble, the mild and the powerless.  The way of the child is the very essence of the way 

of Christ.  He indeed called a child, and in this way put children in their redemptive place 

for the Gospel message to be fulfilled. We cannot “…remove the children, for if we do, 

                                                
32 Keith Prevette, Rosalee Velloso Ewell, and D.J. Konz, eds., Theology, Mission and Child:  
Global Perspectives (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2014), 219. 
33Ibid, 220. 
34 Ibid, 224. 
35 Ibid, 225. 
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we somehow remove the means of justice, hope and the very presence of the Gospel.”36 

Children have been the very way God has chosen to bring forth His plan of 

salvation for humanity and through the understanding of the theology of the child we 

elevate our Kingdom work. We can acknowledge the fully human created being made in 

the image of God, which then connects us to the biblical narrative for the value of the 

child, the purpose of the child and the stewardship call through the child. It is beautifully 

and seamlessly connected in a counter-cultural Trinitarian promise and plan like no other 

that has existed, nor ever will exist.  It is through children that we will see that the 

Kingdom has come near…and as in the restoration of the first Garden, we can see the 

fulfillment of many gardens to inhabit…as God the Father, God the Son, and God the 

Holy Spirit takes us into the New Heaven and the New Earth, into eternity, as His 

children, sons and daughters, forever…and ever, AMEN.  

The Child: A Reflection of the Greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven 

We come to a clarity in seeing the value of the child and an understanding that we 

have a distinctive purpose to steward the call God has given for and with the child. So 

how now can we move into the Kingdom of Heaven, on earth as it is in Heaven, on 

behalf of the child?  It seems apparent that to move forward we must bear out the 

foundation upon which we launch from…that is God’s own words, bore out in Christ’s 

response to the disciples after they asked:  “Who, then, is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven?”  (Matthew 18).  His response: 

“He called a little child to him, and placed the child among them.  

                                                
36 Keith Prevette, Rosalee Velloso Ewell, and D.J. Konz, eds., Theology, Mission and Child:  
Global Perspectives (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2014), 226. 
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And he said: “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like 
 little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, 
 whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the 
 kingdom of heaven. And whoever welcomes one such child in my name 
welcomes me.” 37 

 
The foundation is solidly built upon the child, as we have explored quite extensively 

throughout this paper. However, note the vertical clarity He gives us as His children, and 

then the horizontal clarity towards children that confirms the call He is giving us. As we 

illuminate some key words, the context for the liberation pathway we steward unto the 

child is made crystal clear.  

 The word “placed” is that of divine strategic intentionality, with all the creative 

forces of the Creator at work, God “places” the child among them (the disciples). We too 

must cooperate and participate with God for Him to place us where He intends and 

delights in placing us.  

 The word “change” is that of transformation…the cause and effect truth is not 

given as an ultimatum, but rather a predicative truth of salvation. Unless one changes and 

becomes like a child…there will not be what is intended, that reunion with the Father. 

Once again, let us see this in its rightful narrative…it is the transforming power of the 

grace abounding to us as “children” and the love we receive that compels us into the 

Kingdom.  

The word “lowly” is that of humility. It is the making of space in our own hearts 

in order for our neighbor to find a place of love in our hearts.  The emptying out of our 

selves, bringing ourselves into a “less than” place, not in false patronizing, but in the 

                                                
37 Crossway Bibles. ESV: Study Bible: English Standard Version. Wheaton, Ill: Crossway Bibles, 
2007. 
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tenderness of the Spirit where love truly lives. If we do not first operate out of this 

place…as in “lowly position”, we will not be able to find the posture of the 

incarnate…entering into the world.  

The word “welcomes” beckons us to replicate His invitational character of 

goodness and grace. He has been welcoming us towards the Kingdom, as a child and 

through the child, representing Him, so, in that, like Him. The connection between God 

and the child is once again sealed. 

The great author and theologian, George MacDonald, has taken great pains, with 

intricate detail, to deconstruct this passage in his sermon “The Child in the Mist”. Three 

key parallels to the work of this paper needs to be highlighted.   

First, MacDonald overtly asserts the divinity of the child, in His own image and 

that nothing can change this work of the Creator. 

“No amount of evil, not to say in the face, but in the habits, or even in the 
heart of the child, can make it cease to be a child, can annihilate the divine 
idea of childhood which moved in the heart of God when he made that  
child after his own image. It is the essential of which God speaks, the real 
by which he judges, the undying of which he is the God.” 

 
Secondly, through the Matthew 18 passage, he wants us to grasp the reign of the 

child in Heaven. As we explore the passage, we see the disciples in discourse, somewhat 

in conflicted thought, hoping to get a handle on the truth that will validate what they 

probably hope to hear, in some way that the hierarchal loyalty may yield something good. 

This was the very essence of the lesson Christ would teach them, as He brought a child 

into their presence…no doubt to confound them. He wanted them to grasp the symbolic 

representation of a “subject” in His Kingdom.  His words yield this further:  

He told them they could not enter into the kingdom save by becoming 
little children--by humbling themselves. For the idea of ruling was 
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excluded where childlikeness was the one essential quality. It was  
to be no more who should rule, but who should serve; no more who 
should look down upon his fellows from the conquered heights of  
authority--even of sacred authority, but who should look up honouring 
humanity, and ministering unto it, so that humanity itself might at  
length be persuaded of its own honour as a temple of the living God. 
It was to impress this lesson upon them that he showed them the child. 
Therefore, I repeat, the lesson lay in the childhood of the child.38 

 
 
The third parallel point that bears value is that of MacDonald’s painful indictment on 

how the theologians have reflected a God who is hierarchal, and demeaning and passing 

judgment on those that just won’t be good. He then offers us a beautifully simple truth 

that reveals the fullness of God’s glory and gives yet again the way in which the child is 

His glorious reflection, and also the way in which He sees humanity in the Father God 

love coming to us.  

Brothers, have you found our king? There he is, kissing little children 
and saying they are like God. There he is at table with the head of a  
fisherman lying on his bosom, and somewhat heavy at heart that even 
he, the beloved disciple, cannot yet understand him well. The simplest 
peasant who loves his children and his sheep were--no, not a truer, 
for the other is false, but--a true type of our God beside that  
monstrosity of a monarch.39 

 
As we now come to a full circle of the “Theology of the Child” we can rest in the 

journey we have been on. Through the Biblical narrative of the child, we can step onto 

the pathway towards the call we are given…to steward God’s redemptive plan with and 

for children and to bring them into the liberated life God intends for the very present 

vessels bearing His image, now. Let us not abdicate our responsibility to our neighbor, 

and, in many cases, comes to us as a little child.   

                                                
38 http://www.online-literature.com/george-macdonald/unspoken-sermons/1/ 
39 Ibid. 

 


