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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 43 — Sermon Notes
Title: “The blessing of children”
Scripture: Mark 10:13-16

Date preached: July 2nd 2023

Scripture: Mark 10:13-16

13 Then they brought little children to Him, that He might touch them; but the disciples
rebuked those who brought them. 14 But when Jesus saw it, He was greatly displeased and
said to them, “Let the little children come to Me, and do not forbid them; for of such is the
kingdom of God. 15 Assuredly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as
a little child will by no means enter it.” 16 And He took them up in His arms, laid His hands
on them, and blessed them.
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Review

Before we look at today's passage of scripture let us briefly review what we looked at last time. In
our last study we looked at the opening 12 verses of chapter number 10. We are now entering the
final phase of the Lord Jesus' earthly ministry. He has left the region of Galilee and is making His
way south and ultimately to Jerusalem. The events that we read about last time took place in the
region of Perea. This area located on the east of the Jordan river was under the authority of Herod
Antipas. This fact as I explained last time is significant. It seems highly likely that the discussion
that Jesus had with the Pharisees on the issue of divorce was driven by their desire to provoke the
anger of Herod against Jesus. Let us recap what happened.

Whilst preaching and teaching the masses the Lord Jesus is approached by a group of Pharisees.
They have a question to ask Him. There was nothing unusual or strange about this. Jesus had
proven on numerous occasions to be rabbi of great insight and wisdom. It would make sense for
anyone troubled by a deep theological problem to approach Him seeking clarity. However this was
not their intent. They did not genuinely want His insight. What they wanted was to trip Him up, or
cause Him to stumble. They wanted to coax Him into saying something to anger the crowd, cause
division or annoy Herod Antipas. Herod Antipas you will remember had illegally obtained a divorce
and was engaging in an incestuous marriage to his niece Herodias.

The question they asked Him regarded the issue of divorce. Just like today this was a controversial
topic in Jesus day. Specifically they wanted to know whether it was "lawful," meaning permitted by
God for a man to divorce his wife. In reality, they had a deeper question they wanted answered.

What they really wanted to know was on what grounds was it permissible for man to put away his
wife.

As I explained last time this was a thorny issue in the first century. In reality all the Pharisees were
united in the belief that divorce was allowed. On this there was no disagreement. What they argued
about, and as a consequence were divided on was the grounds upon which a man could seek
divorce. There were two main schools of thought.
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The first group of Pharisees belonged to the liberal School of Hillel. Rabbi Hillel taught that a man
could seek a divorce for almost any reason. Today we would say he was an advocate of easy, no
fault divorce. Please note that it was only the man who could initiate a divorce. Irrespective of how
terrible the husband was the wife could not seek a divorce. This meant that men could effectively
kick their wives out of the house for a whole range of often petty, trivial and unjust reasons. For
example a man could initiate a divorce if his wife was a bad cook, for literally letting her hair down,
for having too loud a voice or just no longer pleasing him. As you can imagine the views espoused
by the School of Hillel were very popular. Both the leaders of the day and the common people
supported their interpretation of the divorce laws.

This should not surprise us. Don't we all like, or at least feel drawn towards the liberty to live
lawlessly. To be able to act in ways that are selfish and self-serving. These days you will have
noticed the rise in the number of contactless shops. There are a number in my neighborhood selling
ice-cream and snack foods. I like them, it's nice to be able to browse without feeling the shop
workers eyes following your every move. Although there are CCTV cameras installed their
successful existence relies on the honesty of the customer. They require that the customer scans the
items properly and pays what is owed. Most people it seems are honest. However occasionally I
will see posters on the walls identifying thieves. My point is this, how many of these thieves would
steal if the shop were staffed? How many people would act illegally or badly if there was a high
probability of being caught and brought to justice? Probably very few. It is because they think they
can get away with a stealing they do so. The School of Hillel promoted such an attitude in the men
of Jesus day. In effect their open attitude towards divorce cheapened the institution of marriage and
encouraged men to think they could get rid of their wives easily.

The second group of Pharisees belonged to the conservative School of Shammai. Rabbi Shammai
taught that a man’s right to divorce was limited to the case of a wife who had committed fornication
(sexual immorality), meaning any extramarital sexual sin. Divorce on any other grounds was not
permitted. As you can imagine this much stricter approach to divorce was far less popular among
the people.

So the Pharisees approach Jesus to see which side of the fence He will land upon. Will he favour
Hillel of Shammai? The Lord Jesus of course cannot be tricked. He deflects their question by asking
one of His own. What He asks them did Moses command regarding divorce? What He is really
doing is re-directing them away from their own traditions or interpretations back to what God's
Word says.

Their honest answer is that Moses didn't actually command anything, rather he permitted divorce.
He provided a provision that allowed men to write a certificate of divorce. This was not done
because it was a good or pleasing thing to God. Rather, God permitted it in order to bring some
semblance of order to a chaotic situation. In fact God gave provision for it because men had hard-
hearts. They were selfishly only thinking about what was good for them. The laws surrounding the
certificate of divorce were designed to provide at least some protection to women.

It was terrible that men were able to freely and easily kick their wives out of the house. Having to
seek a legal certificate at least made them think carefully about what they were doing. More
importantly it allowed wives who were divorced to remarry in the future.

The Lord Jesus then contrasts the mess human beings have made of the institution of marriage with
God's original intent. From the beginning God meant for marriage to be a permanent union between
one man and one woman. They were to leave the homes of their parents and form a new family
unit. They are to be joined, literally "glued" to one another in a bond that cannot be severed.
Helping, encouraging, supporting and loving one another. That is God's perfect design for marriage.
But of course we live in fallen world. Sin has corrupted all that is good. Marriage is no exception.
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So when the disciples and Jesus are alone they ask Him to expand upon what He meant. The Lord
Jesus explains that anyone who divorces for non-biblical reasons is not divorced in God's eyes.
Therefore if they marry another person then they are guilty of commiting adultery. Mark does not
include what is known as the "exception clause." We have to look at Matthew's gospel to find this
(Matt 19:9). Matthew in his recounting of this event tells us the only legitimate, or permissible
reason given for seeking a divorce. It is if either the husband or wife is guilty of sexual immorality.

The Apostle Paul later adds another exception to this when an unbelieving spouse abandons the
marriage (1 Corinthians 7:15). These then are the only grounds upon which a person can be
divorced in God's eyes. But of course in saying this we must add that God's view of divorce is clear
in scripture. He hates it. That means that is should be the absolutely last resort. All other attempts to
reconcile and mend the marriage should be exhausted first. This was in essence what was wrong
with the attitude of the Pharisees. Their interests lay in how to make divorce easier and less
complicated. Jesus was concerned with making marriage unions stronger. God knows just how
important marriage is. He knows that for most people their happiness and well-being will be
enhanced by being married. That is why He gave us the institution of marriage. May we always
value, appreciate and promote the importance of marriage.

Today we will see what happens when little children are brought to the Lord Jesus.
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13 Then they brought little children to Him, that He might touch them; but the disciples
rebuked those who brought them.

God in His grace gives all of us particular gifts or skills. How has God gifted you? Some of us are
blessed to be good organisers or leaders. Some of us are given great musical or artistic skills. Some
of us are given the gifts of patience and caring. God has given all of us something special to be used
for His glory. I am no exception. God has given me two special gifts. The first probably won't
surprise you given my occupation. God has gifted me with the ability to engage with, and interact
well with children. I get on well with children, and they seem naturally to be drawn to me. Stated
simply, we like each other.

The second gift is perhaps less useful, or practically beneficial. It is that animals, but dogs in
particular also seem to like me. I have no trouble making canine friends. If I ever need a new
occupation perhaps I could become a dog trainer!

The Lord Jesus also had an amazing gift with children. They were naturally attracted to Him. This
should not surprise us, children have the ability to sense people who are good, warmhearted, caring
and genuine. They are never attracted to people who are mean, unkind or sour.

So let us picture the scene the Lord Jesus being approached by people and their children. There is
almost no context given here by Mark. Why has Mark included this story here in his gospel? We
can | suppose see a connection between the talk about the importance of family and now the
introduction of children. Marriage is the vehicle for how children come into the world, and we
know that a good marriage provides the best place for children to flourish.
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We are still however left with some questions. Who for example were the people who brought the
little children? Was it mothers, fathers, grandparents, older siblings or even family friends bringing
the children? Quite possibly all those just mentioned. Where exactly this event took place is also
left a mystery. We assume that it was right after the talk with the Pharisees and still in the region of
Perea. Mark also neglects to tell us the specific occasion. Was this following a teaching given by
Jesus or just as He was resting under a tree? We don't know. Fortunately we can determine why
these people brought their little ones to Jesus. In the parallel account of this event given to us in
Matthew's gospel we read the following.

Then little children were brought to Him that He might put His hands on them and pray, but
the disciples rebuked them. (Matt 19:13)
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Then little children were brought to Him that He might put His hands on them and pray, but
the disciples rebuked them. (Matt 19:13)

It was a common practice among the Jews to bring children to “great” men such as rabbis in order
to receive a blessing or be prayed over. The Talmud tells us that it was a very common thing for
parents to bring their little children, to be blessed by the elders of the synagogue. There was even a
special day set aside for this, the day before the Day of Atonement, the day before Yom Kippur.

Certainly we might see in this practice some elements of superstition. As we have talked about
before there was the widely held belief that certain people (those blessed by God) had magical
powers that could be imparted through touch. But we might also see faith in this act too, after all
people wanted to touch Jesus clothes because they believed He had the power and authority to heal.
They were healed because of their faith.

Some of those children or infants brought to the Lord were still babies but others were older and
able to make their own way to Jesus. We might picture little one toddling over to Jesus. The Lord
Jesus was happy to receive them. He had a special place in His heart for children. Unfortunately the
disciples did not feel the same way. Instead of encouraging the people bringing the children they
rebuked them.

Why would the disciples rebuke the people and try to keep the children away from Jesus? We are
left to speculate here. Perhaps they thought that they were helping Jesus by protecting His time and
helping Him conserve His strength. After all Jesus was an important man with much to do. We often
see a similar thing today with important or special people. They have minders or assistants who are
tasked with keeping time wasters or unimportant people away. You would need to have a very good
reason, or be someone special to be able to schedule a meeting with the President of Korea.

So perhaps the disciples thought that the Lord's precious time and energy shouldn't be wasted
dealing with unimportant people like children. We have spoken before about the low status that
children held in the ancient world. So the disciples probably thought they were doing Jesus a favour.

How quickly they seem to have forgotten what Jesus had taught them before. He had only recently
taught them to receive the children in His name and to be careful not to cause any of them to
stumble (Mark 9:36). Jesus had also recently chastised them for trying to forbid the “unofficial”
exorcist casting out demons in His name (Mark 9:39). On that occasion the disciples were abusing
their authority by trying to determine who was or was not a member of Christ's Kingdom. Here
again they are overstepping their authority. They are attempting to exclude people (children) who
they deem to be unimportant from coming to Jesus. How will Jesus respond? Let's find out.
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14 But when Jesus saw it, He was greatly displeased and said to them, “Let the little children
come to Me, and do not forbid them; for of such is the kingdom of God. 15 Assuredly, I say to
you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will by no means enter it.”

The Lord Jesus was not at all pleased with what the disciples were doing. Our English translation
says that He was “greatly displeased.” This translation I'm afraid is a little weak or tame. What we
have here is a translation of the much stronger Greek word aganakteo (ag-an-ak-teh'-o). This is a
strong verb used to express “extreme indignation,” “great displeasure” or that a situation has made
you "irate". This is the only time that any of the gospel writers use it in connection with the Lord
Jesus. So the Lord Jesus was not just a little put out or mildly unhappy. He was VERY unhappy.

Why was the Lord Jesus so displeased at the attitude of the disciples? Let me give you five reasons.
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1 |Because they were keeping away from him those who wanted to come to him, and for whom
he died.
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2 |They were taking away those who were the very hope of the church, these children would
grow up to become future kingdom builders.
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3 |Because the children are representative of the “type” who shall enter his kingdom.
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4 |Because he loved little children, and rejoiced in their love.
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5 |Because the disciples were hindering some of the best workers in his kingdom, the mothers.
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In voicing his displeasure to the disciples Jesus is affirming that little children are worthy of His
time and energy. Just because they are children does not mean they are of lesser value or
importance. They too are Kingdom members and as such should not be held back from coming to
their King. The Lord Jesus is reminding us that the kingdom “belongs to” those who are

considered insignificant (like children). This is an important lesson for us to learn. We are not to act
like the disciples, looking down with disdain on people, or not thinking that they are valuable and
precious to God.

As followers of Christ we are called to be like Him and love what He loves. This means that we are
to be especially loving and caring towards children. As parents, grandparents, uncles, aunts or even
just as family friends or neighbors we can either have a positve or a negative influence on the
children we encounter. Even as a child I knew which adults were really interested in me. And I
appreciated it when they made the time and effort to engage with me. Equally, I knew which adults
just regarded me as a pest or a nuisance and had no desire to interact with me. Although children
can at times be annoying and irritating let us never forget our duty to love them and point them in
the direction of Christ.

In verse 15 Jesus tells the disciples that they are not to forbid the children from coming to Him
because their attitude or approach mirrors that of all who will gain entry into God's Kingdom. Now
to understand what Jesus is saying here I need to tell you a little about the Jewish attitude to
salvation. The Jews were bound up in a works based approach. We have seen this demonstrated by
their rigid adherence to their very complex system of laws and regulations. The laws and
regulations that Jesus repeatedly ignored. To put it simply, in order to “earn” your way into heaven
the Jews believed that you had to work very hard. You had to adhere to the strict laws and
traditions .
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It was not easy for adults, it took great focus, discipline and commitment. Children were unable to
this do this. It was impossible for them to follow the strict laws and traditions.

After all they were too young to know the difference between good and evil, righteousness and
unrighteousness. Therefore in the Jewish mindset they were not even to be considered as being
viable entrants into the kingdom of God. They were not even to be included in discussions of who
was or wasn't a saved person.

They were completely wrong. Their whole approach to salvation was wrong. The whole legalistic
system based on "pleasing God" through following rules and traditions was nonsense. Salvation
comes to us as a gift from God. We are saved because God is gracious to us. God does not save us
because we have earned it, or because we are good people. Be under no illusion. We are not good,
we are thoroughly evil and wicked.

So the point that Jesus is making here is as follows. People must receive things associated with "the
kingdom of God" as children receive things. Children are helpless, unworthy, dependent, humble
and come with nothing to commend themselves. They have no bank of “good works” to fall back
on. They do not come forward saying, "Look at how good a person I am, or look at all the good
things I have accomplished." They come with nothing but hopeful expectation.

Now, it's important that we don't misunderstand the emphasis here. The emphasis isn’t that children
are always humble and innocent. Children just like adults can be proud, and can certainly be guilty
of being selfish, greedy and self-centered. But the emphasis is on the fact that children are open to
receive and don’t feel they have to earn everything they get.

This is the childlike, not childish attitude demonstrated by all who truly want to be a part of God's
Kingdom. We must come humbly before the Lord like a child, fall at His feet and confess that we
are helpless and wholly reliant upon Him. That we bring nothing. It requires that we acknowledge
that if God shows us mercy and pours out His blessing upon us it is definitely not something we
have earned or merited. Let us see how today's passage concludes.
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16 And He took them up in His arms, laid His hands on them, and blessed them.

The people had brought their little ones to Jesus simply wanting a blessing. What they received
from Jesus was much more. He wrapped His arms around them, drew them close and then blessed
them fervently. This Greek word "Bless" derives from the root word eulogeo. It can mean “to praise
or celebrate,” or “to consecrate something or someone.” Most significantly in this case it refers to
an acknowledgment by those bringing their children to Jesus that ultimately, only God can work for
their benefit.
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What a beautiful illustration this is of God's abundant grace towards us. How it shows us in vivid
detail the loving nature of our Lord and saviour. Even with the horror of the cross looming in the
distance Jesus still found the time and energy to pour out His love on others. These “others” were
not what would have constituted the important or significant members of Jewish society. These
others were the least important people; children.

How that rings true for us. We too are of no great importance or significance. Will they erect statues
of us when we are gone? Will there be books written about us? Will people stand up in public to talk
of our achievements? No, and yet God in His grace invites us to be a part of His Kingdom. We have
been welcomed, embraced, loved and blessed. Praise be to God.

Next week, Lord willing we will read about the Lord Jesus and the rich young ruler.
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Things to think about
I have two comments to make from today's passage of scripture

1 Don't neglect the importance of children

As we saw in today's passage the disciples regarded the little children as being insignificant. They
were taking up the Lord's time, tiring Him out. The disciples rebuked those bringing children to
Jesus. The Lord Jesus was greatly displeased by this attitude. Children make up part of His
Kingdom. Therefore they are important. We have no right to hold them back or treat them as being
of lesser importance.

It's worth frequently reminding ourselves just how important children are. As parents, we are given
the great responsibility by God of raising up our children well. It's a grave responsibility and I hope
that if you are a parent you take it seriously. One day you will have to account for all of your
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parenting decisions. Children are also important because of what they represent. They may be small
now but the little ones down in the Sunday school are the future of this church and of Christianity in
this nation. Our generation, all too soon will pass, and they will take over. Will our children be
equipped to carry the gospel forward? Are we leaving the church in safe hands? Have we done all
we can to prepare them for this? I'd like to say yes, but in truth I'm not sure. So take this as a
rallying call. Do all you can to ready those “little ones” in your sphere of influence. Give them you
time, your teaching and most of all your prayers. Let us never forget the importance of children.
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2 Jesus to a child

I watched a very interesting video on YouTube several months ago. It was set up as a social
experiment designed to observe how elementary aged children would react in a given situation. The
set up was as follows. A young Korean man was dressed up in a military uniform. One of his legs
was bandaged up, and he was walking with some difficulty on crutches. He was carrying some
books that he would intentionally drop as a child walked by. The experimenters wanted to see how
the children would react. All of this would be recorded on hidden cameras. The reactions of the
children I found to be deeply moving. All of them rushed over to help. They frequently offered to
help carry the man's books. Many of them entered into lengthy conversations with the man. Asking
him how he had hurt his leg, and wondering if he was okay. One girl said she had a little money and
wanted to take the man to share ttokk bokki with her.

The experiment very beautifully illustrated the innocence of children. It gave me great hope that
children today, at least in Korea are being well raised. None of the children even paused to wonder
if the man was a good man, or if he might try to hurt them. They just saw him for what he was, a
man who needed help.

The little children mentioned in our passage approached the Lord Jesus in this same innocent way.
Unlike adults, they didn't stand back and try to assess things. They didn't try to “work out” who
Jesus was. They didn't try to make Jesus fit into who or what they wanted Him to be. They didn't try
to bargain with Him, “If I come with this can you give me that.” They just came humbly and
sweetly. Happy to receive and accept His love and affection. They came knowing that they had
nothing to offer to Him expect their own love and devotion.

This is how we are to approach our Lord and saviour. Just like these little children. We have nothing
to offer. Our good works are filthy rags. Our “good lives” are just an illusion. And yet the Lord
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Jesus stands and waits. Arms outstretched. Come He says, tarry not, I have paid for you with my
blood. Let us come and find comfort in those mighty arms.
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