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Are Young Children Sinners?

by Joshua Carter

Young children are fools, not sinners.

Katie and I have been reading a few different parenting books writ-
ten from Biblical perspectives, and while they have contained some
helpful strategies, I've been really bothered by the premise most
mainstream Christian parenting books are built on.

These are actual quotes from one book. “Your child is born sinful.”
“Sin is bound in the heart of your child.” Another book states,
“Remember, it’s the sin inside them that messes everything up.”

Is that actually true? Do the Scriptures teach that the problem with
your defiant 2-year-old is that he was born in total depravity and
completely lost in sin? Please consider some counterpoints.

Why would Jesus use children as an example for his disciples to
model, saying, “Unless you turn and become like children, you will
never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles himself like
this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:3b, 4)?

Why would Solomon write that “God made men upright, but they
have sought out many schemes”? (Ecclesiastes 7:29)?



Why would Paul refer to his time before understanding the law
of God as being “alive,” but then say when he knew the com-
mands of God, “sin came alive and I died” (Romans 7:9)?

It’s because sin is a willful choice to choose something evil over
something good. Infants don’t make any choices in how they be-
have. Young children aren’t capable of comprehending such com-
plexity. Until a child’s conscience has awoken to the point that he
can experience things like malice or guilt, he’s simply not capable
of sinning. The Bible is plain that the way in which we’ve all be-
come guilty of the sin of Adam is “because all sinned” (Romans
5:12; cf. 3:23).

Now with all of that being said, what does the Bible say is the
problem with our young children that we are tasked with correct-
ing?

“Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of dis-
cipline drives it far from him” (Proverbs 22:15).

The same distinction is clear in Paul's appeal to the saints in Cor-
inth. "Brothers, do not be children in your thinking. Be infants in
evil, but in your thinking be mature" (1 Corinthians 14:20).

Foolishness is a very different problem than sinfulness! The rea-
son why your little bundle of joy has become a raging hurricane
of terror sometimes is not because he is consciously rebelling
against God and his righteousness. It’s because he is acting impul-
sively in ways that seem reasonable to him, but he doesn’t yet un-
derstand the foolishness of his actions. And so, while we have
young children, our job as parents is to impart wisdom through
training and discipline.

“The rod and reproof give wisdom, but a child left to himself
brings shame to his mother” (Proverbs 29:15).

“Whoever spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is
diligent to discipline him” (Proverbs 13:24).

“For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant,
but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who
have been trained by it” (Hebrews 12:11).

Interestingly, one book compared parenting young children to
house-training a puppy. The author was illustrating the point that
training must involve both discipline and instruction. However,
the same author failed to see a young child who misbehaves is no
more sinful than a puppy who uses the bathroom inside. The
problem is not sin, but foolishness. The solution is providing disci-
pline and instruction with that understanding. The goal is to help
your child (or puppy) understand and appreciate a wiser path.

Now here’s what that accomplishes. Our children will learn the
principles of considering the consequences for their actions.
They’ll learn to be more mindful of the effects their choices have
on their own well-being and the well-being of others. They’ll
learn the virtues of respect for authority, self-control, and pleasing
others. All of those are wisdom principles.

At some point, older children do become mature enough to be ca-
pable of sin. When that time comes, how much more prepared for
that struggle will they be if we've been giving them these princi-
ples along the way? As they’ve learned to make the right decisions
regarding wisdom and foolishness, they will have been trained to
make the right decisions regarding righteousness and sin.

So, fellow parents of young children, take heart. They do make
some days difficult (like, really, really difficult) because they’re
foolish. But they’re not sinful. Teach them about God’s wisdom
and God’s righteousness. As they learn to accept the former, we
are preparing them to one day accept the latter.

[Disclaimer: I am by no means a parenting expert, and you might
very legitimately question both my credentials and ability. So,
take this for what it’s worth and let God’s word be your guide al-
ways.]




