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Learning the basics of Christian belief (Part 1)

The basis of our Christian belief is the message of Salvation, which can be considered as being in four distinct steps. We recognize our sin through learning God’s Word; we are led to repentance through the Holy Spirit; we receive God’s forgiveness through Jesus Christ; and our personal relationship with God is restored. It is important that we teach this to our children from an early age and in fact even pre-schoolers can understand the basics of this as it is illustrated to them on a daily basis as they learn to obey their parents. In this short series, we want to look at some simple Bible texts and stories that are helpful as we teach this to our children.


A very simple definition of sin is found in James 4:17: “So any person who knows what is right to do but does not do it, to him it is sin.” (Amp). Even 2-3 year olds know when they are doing something that they know isn’t right! How well every mother knows this! She walks into the kitchen after noticing a peculiar silence and absence of her toddler – only to find him standing very still with a definite guilty look on his face! Before anything is said or discovered, she KNOWS he has done something he shouldn’t – and HE knows it too! It may be that there is new artwork drawn on the wall, or perhaps pancake syrup now drips from his arms and legs….but this is a defining moment! He has been caught in his “sin”! THIS is a teachable moment that should not be missed!

In the Old Testament God taught the Israelites obedience through punishment – something also often needed with young children! Everything we do has consequences – and even dogs are trained by learning to recognize what actions result in good consequences as opposed to bad! Little children are pretty quick to learn that too, so it really helps when we praise them (and maybe even reward them occasionally!) for making good choices. Most of the time they WANT to please their parents. When they make a poor choice, we can let them know that they have disappointed us and made us sad. We see from the story of Adam and Eve that sin causes a barrier to form in a relationship, including with our Heavenly Father – so this simple story of the first sin in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3 is very important.

So, back to that defining moment in the kitchen - the toddler is quiet as he tries to hide his “sin” but it must be brought out into the open and dealt with. He must accept the consequences of his actions – that he has disappointed his mom or dad, and that there is need for punishment. Once this has been delivered, forgiveness shown, and the loving relationship restored, all is well. As long as there is consistency on the part of his parents, a good foundation is being laid. Of course, we must remember that a GOOD foundation takes a LOT of time and work!  
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Learning the basics of Christian belief (Part 2)

As we consider how to teach little children about salvation and our Christian beliefs, we must realize that their attention span is short and so it is best to look out for “teachable moments” to begin to lay down a simple foundation. These often come during the course of our busy everyday life, but as our little ones ask a key question, it is because they are genuinely interested and so this really IS the best moment to stop and address it if possible! We began by  considereding that Salvation and our ongoing relationship with God has four distinct steps: recognizing our sin;  repentance;  receiving God’s forgiveness;  and having our relationship with God restored. We discussed James 4:17 “So any person who knows what is right to do but doesn’t do it, to him it is sin.” (Amp). 

God’s Word teaches us how to recognize sin. It is much like a traffic cop who stops us to point out that we made an illegal turn. We may have been ignorant of the fact, but if it is the law in that city, we may still receive punishment (in this case, have to pay a fine). We might just receive a warning, but now we know that this action breaks the law and deserves punishment. Little children are constantly being told what the “rules” are – don’t tease the dog; use an indoor voice; eat only at the table….As parents, we often feel that we are ALWAYS correcting them, but they continually push the boundaries and so if they are to recognize their “sin” we must be consistent so that they learn the consequences of disobedience. 1 John 3:4 says: “ When a person sins, he breaks God’s law. Yes, sinning is the same as living against God’s law.” (ICB)

As God was beginning to teach His people, the Israelites, He gave them the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20. Rather than just a list of do’s and don’ts, these actually give us clear guidance on how to obey God and recognize our sins. “God’s Rules for Kids” on our website is a modern day teaching for children on these that may be helpful. Rather than trying to teach the whole 10 commandments to little children (who would find some of them difficult to understand) it might be best to focus on the ones most applicable to them, “Honor your father and mother” is a command to respect and obey our parents – a vital preparation for also doing so with our Heavenly Father. “You shall not steal” is a clear rule that can possibly be less of a temptation if the final commandment is understood and obeyed: “You shall not covet…” To help with this, we need to teach how to be thankful for what we have and not be jealous of others,


Of course Jesus gave a much simpler summary of the Law in Matthew 7:12 “Do for other people the same things you want them to do for you. This is the meaning of the law of Moses and the teaching of the prophets.” (ICB)   Later in Matthew 22:37-40 Jesus was asked which is the greatest commandment of the Law. His reply was simple enough even for a child to understand: “…’Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul and mind’…. And .. ‘Love your neighbor as you love yourself.’ All the law and the writings of the prophets depend on these two commands.’” (ICB)
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Learning the basics of Christian belief (Part 3)

Continuing on with our present series, we want to remind ourselves of the four basic steps: recognizing our sin;  repentance;  receiving God’s forgiveness;  and having our relationship with God restored. We've discussed how God's Word shows us when we have sinned. The second step is that the Holy Spirit leads us to repentance. Many adults have a hard time understanding the work of the Holy Spirit - but (just as with electricity and the Internet that I still struggle to understand!) we don't have to completely understand something before it can operate in our lives! 

Jesus clearly taught his disciples about the Holy Spirit - particularly in John chapters 14 and 16. The Holy Spirit is that part of God that came, after Jesus ascended to Heaven, to be our "comforter, counselor, helper, advocate, strengthener... forever". John 14:16 (AMP). Jesus said that the Holy Spirit "... will teach you everything. He will cause you to remember all the things I told you. This Helper is the Holy Spirit whom the Father will send in my name." John 14:26 (ICB). John16:8 goes on to state: "When the Helper comes, he will prove to the people of the world the truth about sin, about being right with God, and about judgment."

As Christian parents we can trust that the Holy Spirit wants to work in our children to help and guide them also, but it is up to us to teach them how to respond by repenting. It is not sufficient just to admit they have sinned and say they are sorry. 2 Corinthians 7:10a says: " Being sorry in the way God wants makes a person change his heart and life. This leads to salvation, and we cannot be sorry for that. .." (ICB) To repent means that we are truly sorry that we committed the sin, and we decide that we never want to do so again. We prove we have repented by making a change in our behavior. 

 A simple little parable that Jesus told in Matthew 21:28-31 tells of two brothers who were told by their father to go to work. The first replied "I will not" but later changed his mind and went anyway. The second said that he would go, but did not go. Jesus asked which of the two had done the will of his father, and the answer was the first son. Although he appeared to disobey his father, his actions proved that he had repented and had a change of heart. 


Of course the longer story of the Prodigal Son (found in Luke 15) illustrates repentance superbly and is also simple enough to be understood by little children - especially if it can be told using terms they can readily understand. Our website version of the Prodigal Son in the series Bible Bedtime Stories may be helpful, and can also be adapted to suit the local culture and location so the children can even more easily relate to it. Helping little ones hear such parables over and over and become familiar with them, is a good way to help them understand about repentance.
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Learning the basics of Christian belief (Part 4)

As we come to the end of this short series, we are reminded that we are trying to teach our children to firstly recognize when they sin (or are tempted to!) - and it is God's Word that clearly shows us this and helps us make good choices; secondly, it is the Holy Spirit that convicts us of sin and leads us to repent of it. Our 5 year old granddaughter recently experienced this and I was able to help her recognize that the sick feeling she felt inside was actually the Holy Spirit being sad. Repentance is when we are not only sorry, but make the decision NOT to do it again, and take steps to change our life so we will be less likely to do so in the future. But there is an important third step that should follow - that is to RECEIVE God's forgiveness!


If we have wronged someone here on earth, we should go and ask their forgiveness. (Forgiveness is a whole different topic that also needs to be addressed!). Hopefully they will give it to us, but occasionally we find that they refuse to and continue to hold our sin against us. This usually destroys our relationship with them, and there may be little we can do to prevent that. Sometimes the results of our sin are so far-reaching that we feel haunted by them and cannot forgive ourselves for our failure. But God's plan of salvation is to give us HOPE and a restored relationship with Him. 


The 1st letter of John talks in detail about this special relationship (or fellowship) we can have with Jesus and our Heavenly Father. In verse 7 we read that Jesus' shed blood cleanses us from all sin and guilt. Yet immediately it goes on in verse 8 to say that we all don't STAY clean, but we continue to fall short or sin. Repentance is something we must keep on doing each time we sin as we keep growing stronger in our faith and walk with God. Verse 9 holds the key: "But if we confess our sins, God will forgive us. We can trust God to do this. He always does what is right. He will make us clean from all the wrong things we have done." (ERV). We can TRUST God to forgive us - because He loves us and WANTS to keep this special relationship and fellowship with each one of us. Acts 3:19 says "So turn away from your sins. Turn to God. Then your sins will be wiped away. The time will come when the Lord will make everything new." (NIRV) 


As adult Christians, especially parents, it is OUR job to always be an example of this kind of loving Father relationship to our children. In Luke 15, the father of the Prodigal son was wise, patient and steadfast as he allowed his son to suffer the consequences of his poor choices until the boy finally took responsibility for his actions and repented, asking forgiveness. THEN the father welcomed him home, forgiving him and helping him to start afresh. As we continue to be good examples to our children, they will gradually have a better understanding of this special relationship we can each enjoy with our Heavenly Father.
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