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INTRODUCTION
It has been wisely said that without successors, there is no success. Yet researchers estimate between 70 and 88 percent of Christian teens are leaving the church by their second year in college, a phenomenon we can’t blame on today’s media or secular culture. Covenant succession is the most important and neglected doctrine pertaining to the future of the church, and with trends going the way they are, we must look away from therapy models for teenagers and instead find out what God says about our children and believe it. 
TEXT
In this scene, we see the disciples in one of their greatest gaffes, arguing about who is the greatest (Mk. 9:33-34). Not long before, Jesus told them that anyone who would follow him would have to deny himself and take up his cross, that whoever would save his life would lose it and whoever would lose his life for Christ’s sake would find it (Matt. 16:24-25). Their sorrow at his prophecy that the son of man would be delivered into the hands of men and executed was easily forgotten (Matt. 17:23). Here Jesus asks what they were talking about, and after their awkward silence (Mk. 9:34), they ask him who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. He answers by putting a small child in their midst and requiring them to convert and become like little children (v3). Jesus says greatness in the kingdom of heaven is modeled by the humility of a young child (v4). Not only does kingdom ambition require this imitation, Jesus identifies himself with the child; receiving the one is receiving the other, and stumbling one of his children is worse than being tied to an anchor and thrown overboard (vv.5-6). 
LITTLE ONES WHO BELIEVE
What does the Bible say about the spirituality of children? Are they to be regarded as little pagans to be converted, angelic innocents to be adored, or Christians to be nurtured? The overwhelming belief and practice of the church today, baptists and paedobaptists alike, is that children are not to be considered believers until capable of providing a credible testimony, typically at a teenage “age of accountability.” Faith is understood as the rational grasp and articulation of faith, one that excludes many disabled, elderly and incapacitated people as well as children. Similar ideas existed in first century Judaism and was exemplified by the disciples (Matt. 19:13-15).  Aside from the little children who believe in Jesus in the Gospels, we see a rich testimony of covenant kids trusting God throughout Scripture. 
David confesses that he trusted God from his mother’s breasts, that his adult faith stemmed back to his infant trust (Ps. 22:9-10). He never had a “conversion experience” or sang Kumbaya around the campfire at the top of a mountain. Nor did he see himself as uniquely converted by God or innocent from birth (Ps. 51:5). 
His young faith doesn’t mean that he could recall trusting from the womb, but this only emphasizes his faith in God’s promises: “I will establish my covenant between me and your descendants after you in their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and your descendants after you” (Gen. 17:7). God doesn’t become the God of our children when they figure it out. The promises say Yahweh is their God from the beginning by faith, and like all covenant members they must cling to God and keep the conditions of the covenant (Gen. 17:1, 8; Cf. 1 Pet. 2:2; Heb. 10:36). In Psalm 71:5-6 the psalmist asks God to rescue him based on his trust in Yahweh from birth. And in Psalm 139:14-15, David says that God “set him apart” in the womb of his mother, not simply as a biological feat, but as a covenant child (cf. Ex. 9:4; 11:7; 33:16). Although we can’t confidently know what is going on in an infant’s mind, we know that God uses what comes out of his mouth (Ps. 8:2; Matt. 21:12-17). Apparently, children, young or grown, are all arrows in the hand of a warrior (Ps. 127:4-5), holy olive plants welcomed around the table of the household that fears the Lord (128:3-4). 

Time fails to talk about John who leapt in Elizabeth’s womb for joy at coming near Jesus (Lk. 1:41), the infants whom Jesus insisted possess the kingdom of heaven (Luke 18:15) and other examples that flesh out God’s promises: the children of his servants will continue (Ps. 102:28); he will show mercy to thousands of generations of those who fear him (Deut. 5:9-10: 7:9); in the days of the Messiah, he promises to bless us, our children, and grandchildren forever (Ez. 37:24-26); no longer will we bring forth children for trouble (Is. 65:23). We have to remember that we have faith in God which means believing his promises. Faith is the instrument by which we receive what is promised, the evidence of things not seen. Those who approach God in faith believe he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him, just as Sara did (Heb. 11:1, 6, 11).
THE PROBLEM OF APOSTASY

Only one example exists in Scripture of a covenant child, nurtured in a pious home, who was converted in adulthood, and even this is complicated and uncertain. Jesus’ brothers join the disciples after his resurrection (Acts 1:14). Although rebellious Christian children aren’t the Scriptural pattern, it’s notable how many saints converted after drifting from their covenant upbringing—the Wesleys, Augustine, and Spurgeon to name a few. This should give great hope to parents of wayward children, and in no way weaken the conviction that bringing up kids in the faith is fundamentally a work of nurture and not evangelism proper.  

COVENANT NURTURE

Faith is not a technique, but having trusted in God and believed in his promises, faith bears fruit. Covenant nurture can be thought of as a tripod with three legs. The first, parents should pray for and with their children. This includes praying the promises back to God, asking for protection and wisdom, and seeking guidance in particular situations. Secondly, leading by example, parents should model what Christian life is like for their kids including repentance. In our culture where Christians are portrayed as self-righteous, dour killjoys, this is critical. And thirdly, parents should provide the paideia of God, formal instruction that shapes kids from day one in an environment saturated by the word of God (Deut. 6:4-9; Eph. 6:4). Seeing our kids through the lens of God’s covenant promises puts us in awe of his grace, filled with the humble faith modeled to us by our children. 
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