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Part 1: Including Children 
in the Worship Service

Introduction 

And they were bringing children to him that he might touch them, and the disciples rebuked them. 
14But when Jesus saw it, he was indignant and said to them, “Let the children come to me; do not 
hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God. 15Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive 
the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.”—Mark 10:13-15

Jesus is still opening His arms and inviting children to come to Him, and one time that happens is when His 
“Bride” gathers together to worship Him. 

It has been more than 50 years since the two of us were “growing up” in the church. At that time, it seemed 
that most church-going parents and their children understood that they should attend the church service 
together. None in our circles considered an alternative service for children, or proposed strategies for helping 
children participate in the worship service…families just did it.

Today in many churches, especially larger ones, the idea of including children in the corporate worship service 
of the church feels countercultural.  How did we get to this point in time when including children in an “adult” 
worship service seems like a radical idea?  In an August 5, 2014 blog post titled, “Sunday Schooling Our Kids 
Out of Church,” Tim Wright gives us part of the answer.

About 40 years ago a profound shift took place in many Christian congregations across the country…for all 
the right reasons…with one troubling unintended consequence: In the 1960’s and 1970’s, my generation, 
Baby Boomers, rebelled against the “institutional church” just as we did with every other institution our par-
ents built/supported.  We rebelled by dropping out: 2/3rds of my generation dropped out of church.  

In the late 1970’s/early 1980’s, innovative pastors and congregations of all sizes and denominations looked 
for ways to draw Boomers back to church.  They began to create worship experiences based on the unique 
“personality” of the Boomer generation. These churches went “contemporary,” “seeker,” and/or “seeker-
friendly.”  Because these were the primary parenting years for Boomers, these congregations recognized the 
need to not only provide Boomer-friendly worship experiences for adults, but the need to create dynamic 
experiences for their children as well, knowing that if the kids wanted to come back, the parents were more 
likely to come back.  

So began a shift from kids worshipping with the big people for one hour followed by all ages attending a 
second hour of Sunday School, to churches creating Sunday School experiences for kids that ran concur-
rently with their parents’ worship service.  In other words, kids and parents were separated from each other, 
having different Sunday experiences.

Again, the reasons were right…or so we thought. Because these new Boomer services had a sense of 
evangelism about them (trying to win Boomers back to the church) we didn’t want anything to interrupt their 
focus…like squirming or crying or screaming kids. Church leaders sensed that Boomer parents wanted 
the one hour break from their kids—that they wanted to focus on their own spiritual life for an hour away 
from the distraction of their children. And, again, we assumed, reasonably so, that worship targeted to adult 
boomers would not be all that engaging for kids. So dynamic Sunday school programs were created to 
engage the kids at their level in their language while their parents were in worship. In fact, some churches 
didn’t (and don’t) allow kids into big people worship at all.

The result: Many of these innovated congregations had a positive, significant impact on the lives of dis-
enfranchised Boomers and their kids. Many saw their congregations and their children’s ministries grow 
exponentially. The evangelism imperative to reconnect with Boomers seemed to work. But there was (and is) 
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one huge unintended consequence: We have raised the largest unchurched generation in the history of our 
country.1

Wright’s last sentence is startling and sobering. While there are certainly other reasons contributing to the 
decline in church attendance among young people in our country, there does seem to be a significant 
connection between the rise of alternative “experiences for kids that ran concurrently with their parents’ worship 
service” and the unprecedented numbers of young people dropping out of church. In our well-intended efforts 
to reach our children at their level, have we unwittingly hindered our “little ones” from coming to Christ?

Children and the Corporate Gathering of God’s People: A Biblical Norm 

As we consider the question of children and their participation in the corporate gathering of God’s people, it is 
helpful to observe how the Bible addresses this question, and then how it has been addressed historically in the 
church.

Not surprisingly, there is very little specific biblical instruction on this topic, most likely because it was a non-
issue. The presence of children was assumed whenever the people of God gathered. In his well-researched 
book, Children in the Early Church, Dr. William Strange notes this:

…in asking questions about the place of children in the church, we are not going to find out all the answers
we might want because we are posing questions about matters which do not seem to have been a problem 
to the earliest Christians...This does not mean, though, that we can discover nothing at all about children in 
the early church, only that what we discover will be drawn from inferences or from passing references.2

What we can conclude from these “inferences and passing references” is that children were present, both when 
Israel gathered in the Old Testament and when the church gathered in the New Testament. 

Children and Worship in the Old Testament

We can point to several Old Testament passages that indicate the presence of children in the corporate 
gathering:

• Feast of Booths

Deuteronomy 31:10-13—And Moses commanded them, “At the end of every seven years, at the
set time in the year of release, at the Feast of Booths, 11when all Israel comes to appear before the
LORD your God at the place that he will choose, you shall read this law before all Israel in their
hearing. 12Assemble the people, men, women, and little ones, and the sojourner within your towns,
that they may hear and learn to fear the LORD your God, and be careful to do all the words of this
law, 13and that their children, who have not known it, may hear and learn to fear the LORD your God,
as long as you live in the land that you are going over the Jordan to possess.”

• Joshua’s reading of the Book of the Law after the fall of Ai

Joshua 8:34-35—And afterward he read all the words of the law, the blessing and the curse,
according to all that is written in the Book of the Law. 35There was not a word of all that Moses
commanded that Joshua did not read before all the assembly of Israel, and the women, and the little
ones, and the sojourners who lived among them.

• Jehoshaphat’s call for fasting and prayer

2 Chronicles 20:1-4—After this the Moabites and Ammonites, and with them some of the Meunites,
came against Jehoshaphat for battle. 2Some men came and told Jehoshaphat, “A great multitude

1. Wright, Tim. “Sunday Schooling Our Kids Out of Church,” posted August 5, 2014, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/searchingfortomsawyer/2014/08/
sunday-schooling-our-kids-out-of-church/ (accessed 7/22/16).

2. Strange, William. A. Children in the Early Church: Children in the Ancient World, the New Testament and the Early Church. (Carlisle, United Kingdom:
Paternoster Press, 1996), 66.
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is coming against you from Edom, from beyond the sea; and, behold, they are in Hazazon-tamar” 
(that is, Engedi). 3Then Jehoshaphat was afraid and set his face to seek the LORD, and proclaimed a 
fast throughout all Judah. 4And Judah assembled to seek help from the LORD; from all the cities of 
Judah they came to seek the LORD.

In this fearful situation where hostile armies are assembling to come against Israel, Jehoshaphat prays the 
following prayer:

2 Chronicles 20:11-12—“behold, they reward us by coming to drive us out of your possession, 
which you have given us to inherit. 12O our God, will you not execute judgment on them? For we are 
powerless against this great horde that is coming against us. We do not know what to do, but our 
eyes are on you.”

What did the people of Israel do with the children during this prayer service? 

2 Chronicles 20:13— Meanwhile all Judah stood before the LORD, with their little ones, their wives, 
and their children.

Children watched as Jahaziel the priest rose to his feet and said:

2 Chronicles 20:15, 17-18—…“Listen, all Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem and King 
Jehoshaphat: Thus says the LORD to you, ‘Do not be afraid and do not be dismayed at this great 
horde, for the battle is not yours but God’s….17You will not need to fight in this battle. Stand firm, 
hold your position, and see the salvation of the LORD on your behalf, O Judah and Jerusalem.’ 
Do not be afraid and do not be dismayed. Tomorrow go out against them, and the LORD will be 
with you.” 18Then Jehoshaphat bowed his head with his face to the ground, and all Judah and the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem [we can assume “with their little ones, their wives and their children”] fell 
down before the LORD, worshiping the LORD.  

• Ezra mourning over the faithlessness of the exiles

Ezra 10:1—“While Ezra prayed and made confession, weeping and casting himself down before the
house of God, a very great assembly of men, women, and children, gathered to him out of Israel, for
the people wept bitterly.”

• Nehemiah gathering the people at the Water Gate

The wall was completed, and as the people were celebrating the Feast of the Booths, they gathered for a
corporate worship service.

Nehemiah 8:1-3, 6—And all the people gathered as one man into the square before the Water Gate.
And they told Ezra the scribe to bring the Book of the Law of Moses that the LORD had commanded
Israel. 2So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, both men and women and all who
could understand what they heard, on the first day of the seventh month. 3And he read from it facing
the square before the Water Gate from early morning until midday, [about 6 hours] in the presence
of the men and the women and those who could understand. And the ears of all the people were
attentive to the Book of the Law…5And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he
was above all the people, and as he opened it all the people stood. 6And Ezra blessed the LORD, the
great God, and all the people answered, “Amen, Amen,” lifting up their hands. And they bowed their
heads and worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground. [emphasis added]

Some use the words “all who could understand” to argue that the children were not present, since they were
not among those who “could understand.” Yet it is likely that they would be present in light of Moses’ clear
instruction in Deuteronomy 31 (quoted above) regarding children at the Feast of Booths.
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Matthew Henry, commenting on Nehemiah 8:1, added this pastoral word to fathers:

Masters of families should bring their families with them to the public worship of God. Women and children 
have souls to save, and are therefore concerned to acquaint themselves with the word of God and attend on 
the means of knowledge and grace. Little ones, as they come to the exercise of reason, must be trained up 
in the exercises of religion.3   

Children and Worship in the New Testament

Children were clearly present when the crowds gathered around Jesus, and when the early church gathered. 

• Feeding of the 5,000

Jesus left by boat to go to “a desolate place by himself.” But the crowds learned of it, and when Jesus
landed there was a large crowd assembled. There Jesus healed the sick, and most likely taught them as
well. Evidently this consumed most of the day (Matthew 14:15—“Now when it was evening…the day is
now over”) and people were hungry. So Jesus multiplied loaves and fish to feed the crowd—which included
children:

Matthew 14:21—And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and children.

• Teaching regarding the greatest in the kingdom of heaven

Matthew 18:1-4—At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who is the greatest in the
kingdom of heaven?” 2And calling to him a child, he put him in the midst of them 3and said, “Truly,
I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.
4Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” [emphasis
added]

• Jesus welcomed children

Matthew 19:13-15—…children were brought to him that he might lay his hands on them and pray.
The disciples rebuked the people, 14but Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me and do not
hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.” 15And he laid his hands on them and went
away.

• The Epistles

The absence of any specific instruction about children in worship gatherings suggests that it was a non-issue
for the early church. We know that Paul intended for his letters to be read to the church when they gathered.
Since his instruction in Ephesians 6:1-3 and Colossians 3:20 is directed at children, Paul must have as-
sumed that they would be present to hear the words he directed to them.

Ephesians 6:1-3—Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2“Honor your father and
mother” (this is the first commandment with a promise), 3“that it may go well with you and that you
may live long in the land.”

Colossians 3:20—Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord.

Not only does it seem evident that the presence of children in worship is a biblical norm, but we can also
conclude that there is no biblical precedent to suggest that children were segregated into age-specific
groupings.

3. Henry, Matthew. Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged in One Volume. (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Pub-
lishers, 1994), 634.
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Children and the Corporate Gathering of God’s People: An Historical Norm 

The inclusion of children in the corporate gathering of the church continued beyond the New Testament period, 
and it seems to have been the norm for the next 1,600 years of church history.

In his article, “Is Age-Integrated Worship a Historical Norm?” Scott Brown stated:

…age integration has been the norm in the church, while there have been exceptions and different expres-
sions of it throughout history.4

Scott then offered quotes from three prominent historical figures to reinforce his view: 

Martin Luther, 1483-1546  
In the publication, The Table Talk of Martin Luther, Luther stated:

When I preach, I sink myself deep down. I regard neither doctors nor magistrates, of whom are here in this 
church above forty; but I have an eye to the multitude of young people, children, and servants, of whom are 
more than two thousand. I preach to those, directing myself to them that have need thereof. Will not the rest 
hear me? The door stands open unto them; they may be gone.5

John Bunyan, 1628-1688 
In his book, Family Duty: A Father’s Duty to His Family,  
Bunyan commented on the importance of children being in the worship service: 

You should also labor to draw them out to God’s public worship, if perhaps God may convert their souls. Said 
Jacob to his household, and to all that were about him, “Let us arise and go up to Bethel; and I will make 
there an altar unto God, who answered me in the day of my distress” (Genesis 35:3). Hannah would carry 
Samuel to Shiloh, that he might abide with God forever (1 Sam. 1:22)…

If they are obstinate, and will not go with you, then bring godly and sound men to your house, and there let 
the word of God be preached, when you have, as Cornelius, gathered your family and friends together (Acts 
10).6

Matthew Henry, 1662-1714   
In his commentary referring to the passage in 1 Samuel 1:19-28, Henry wrote:

Little children should learn…to worship God. Their parents should instruct them in worship and bring them 
to it, put them upon engaging in it as well as they can, and God will graciously accept them and teach them 
to do better.7

Likewise in his comments on Luke 2:41-52 regarding Jesus teaching in the temple as a boy, Matthew Henry 
once again admonishes adults to include children in worship: “It is for the honor of Christ that children 
should attend on public worship, and he is pleased with their hosannas.”8

4. Brown, Scott T. “Is Age-Integrated Worship a Historical Norm?,” posted by the
National Center for Family-Integrated Churches (NCFIC),  February 26, 2016, 
https://ncfic.org/blog/posts/is_age_integrated_worship_a_historical_norm 
(accessed 7/22/16).

5. Ibid.
6. Brown, Scott T. “Is Age-Integrated Worship a Historical Norm?,” posted by NCFIC,  February 26, 2016, https://ncfic.org/blog/posts/is_age_integrated_

worship_a_historical_norm (accessed 7/22/16).
7. Henry, Matthew. Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged in One Volume. (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Pub-

lishers, 1994).
8. Ibid.


