TIMELESS HYMNS OF THE FAITH

#8 Jesus Loves Me

August 22nd, 2010 – Mark 10: 14-16
A mother was walking upstairs to put her children to bed and as she walked by the upstairs bathroom she saw her daughter leaning over the bathtub running water in it. Six dolls were lined up on floor. She decided they needed to be baptized. Putting the first doll in water: I baptize you in the name of the Father, Son and in the hole you go.     She was trying to relate the love of Jesus the best ways she could.  A 92 year old pastor was asked to tell what was the greatest lesson he had learned in 50 years of ministry: Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so.      Let’s look at the background to that timeless hymn: Jesus Loves Me! 
BACKGROUND OF HYMN

Written by Anna Warner: Anna  (1827 – 1915) and Susan Warner were highly educated and deeply devoted Christian young women who lived all of their lives along the Hudson River in New York, in a lovely but secluded area apart from the busy world. Their home was near the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, and for a number of years these two sisters conducted Sunday School classes for the young cadets in their home. Their uncle, the Rev. Thomas Warner, had been the Academy Chaplain. Their father was a well-known New York lawyer who lost his wealth during the 1837 depression. After the death of their widower father, the Warner sisters were left with a meager income so they turned to writing novels and children's books to make money.
Susan became especially noted for several of her works, including, The Wide, Wide World, considered at that time to be the best seller after Uncle Tom's Cabin. Among the 18 books that they wrote together there was one particular one, Say and Sea (1860) where in the story one of the characters comforted a dying child by singing a song that was written by Anna. Jesus loves me! This I know For the Bible tells me so little ones to Him belong they are weak, but He is strong. Today few remember the plot of that novel, which stirred the hearts of many readers. But the simple poem spoken by one of the characters, Mr. Linden, as he comforts Johnny Fax, a dying child, still remains a favorite around the world to this day. Anna loved writing hymns and wrote a new one each month. Their home was willed to the Academy and made into a national shrine. Both sisters were buried with military honors in recognition of their spiritual contributions to the lives of the young military officers.   
Universal Popularity: In 1861 Dr. William Bradbury wrote the tune and added the chorus. He was the first church composer to focus his talents on creating children’s music. For several years during the mid 1800’s he held what were called Juvenile Musical Festivals: It was said that the musical effect produced by 1000 children was beyond description. Verse 1 and 5 of seven appear in our hymnal (#588): 2) Jesus loves me this I know, as He loved so long ago, taking children on His knee, saying let them come to Me.  3) Jesus loves me when I'm good, when I do the things I should, Jesus loves me when I'm bad, though it makes Him very sad. 4) Jesus loves me still today, walking with me on my way, wanting as a friend to give light and love to all who live. 5) Jesus loves me! He who died heaven’s gate to open wide; He will wash away my sin, let His little child come in. 6) Jesus loves me, loves me still tho' I'm very weak and ill; that I might from sin be free bled and died upon the tree. 7) Jesus loves me! He will stay close beside me all the way; Thou hast bled and died for me, I will henceforth live for Thee. 
After over a century of evolution (other people contributed versus), it has became the number one spiritual song in the world. It has been translated into more languages than any other. Missionaries favor its simple and easy-to-remember chorus as a means of explaining the gospel. It is taught by Christian parents and teachers to their children from the day they can speak. It’s so popular that even other religions copied it. Missionaries report they have heard groups in Buddhist Temples singing: Buddha loves me this I know, for the Dharma tells me so. Stories have grown up around this song.  Someone asked Karl Barth, the great theologian, to summarize the essence of the Christian faith in a few words: Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so. At the height of persecution in Communist China, a Christian sent a message to a friend.  The message escaped the attention of the censors, because it said simply: The this I know people are well -- but that phrase, the this I know people clearly identified the Christian community in China.  It assured the friend that the church in China was alive and well. We too are this I know people. No doubt this song has gained universal popularity over the years. 
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIVES
Mark 10:13-16: People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this he was indignant. He said to them, Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth; anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it. And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them and blessed them. In the ancient world, children had no status. Back then a person could literally throw children away by exposing unwanted infants at birth. There is a famous letter written in 1 B.C. by a poor laborer to his pregnant wife in Alexandria, advising her to keep the child if it was boy and to cast it out if it was a girl. Some would collect exposed children and raise them to be gladiators or prostitutes and even disfigure them to enhance their value as beggars. This was the world that Jesus lived in—a world that didn’t have time for children. 
                                                                                                                                                                                      Let Children Come: People were bringing little children to Jesus. The tense of the words indicate that this was something that was customary -- it happened all the time. Notice that it doesn’t say “parents” were bringing them to Jesus. I’m sure most of these people were parents, but probably some were not. They weren’t worried about Jesus turning his back on them -- or their kids. I’m sure they had noticed how Jesus had treated children on many different occasions. But the disciples didn’t like the interruption. One writer said: The disciples thought that Jesus needed protection from bothersome children. But what Jesus points out is that the children needed protection from bumbling adults. Reminds me of two young children talking with each other about their parents. One complained: First they teach you to talk, then they teach you to walk, and as soon as you learn how, they tell you to sit down and be quiet. Seems like the disciples held the view that children should be seen and not heard.

The word rebuke is strong. It’s the same word that is used by Jesus when he rebuked the wind and the sea.              It means to be muzzled. It has the idea of strictly forbidding something with the threat of punishment if the command is not obeyed. It is not clear why they acted this way. Maybe they thought Jesus was too busy or too tired to be bothered with children. The disciples were in a negative frame of mind. At times we may take that same perspective.  Stop bothering me. Quit being such a nuisance. I don’t have the time right now. Note Jesus response.


Jesus was indignant with the disciples. The word indignant means to grieve much.  To be angry or annoyed at the unfairness or unreasonableness of somebody or something. This made Jesus both angry and extremely sad -- no one should ever think of children as unimportant. Why was Jesus angry? To Him, they are not a bother; they are not unimportant; they are not a waste of time. Jesus says: Let the little children come to me. LET them come. How old were these children? They are “little children.” Some of them were small enough for Jesus to pick them up in His arms. Luke says that some of them were “babies” (18:15). We are reminded that children were made for God. 
We must be careful to not become a stumbling block to children and to encourage them to experience the grace and love of Jesus that is available to all. This is especially true for parents. Ephesians 6:4: Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord. Sobering advice how to treat children that will have a direct impact on their spiritual development. At times children can be a challenge. Like the boy who said for the third time: Dad, I’m thirsty, can I have a glass of water please? Dad: No, and if you ask once more I’ll spank you (Silence) Dad, when you come into spank me can you bring a glass of water please. God grant us an extra measure of wisdom for such times. The BEST thing each of us can do is to remember the words of Jesus: LET the little children come to me. God grant us wisdom to be an extension of Jesus heart at home and at church.

Learn From Children: …do not hinder them for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth; anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a child will never enter it. Interesting that Jesus teaches us what grace is all about through the eyes of a child. Children are valued for who they are ​and they also serve as living pictures of a deeply spiritual truth.  Jesus did not say: Don’t hinder them because to these belong the kingdom. He said: Don’t hinder them because to such as these belong the kingdom. Why didn’t God design people so that we multiply like earthworms, ​one adult splits to become another adult? Why did God decide that there should be children and not just adults? Children are precious in their own right and they stand for something bigger than themselves. They point us to grace, to God’s undeserved favor that is poured out on the cross for sinners. Grace is given to those who have done nothing like children. Being accepted without deserving it.

I never understood and appreciated the unconditional love of God until holding Sara in my arms, moments after she was born. She had done nothing to earn my love.  When Michael was born, he taught me how God can love us equally. We now had two children and our love was not divided, it was multiplied to cover both. I didn’t understand that, I actually had wondered if I would be able to love two children the way I loved the one. But I did, and I had a new dose when my son was born. My kids taught me that. We learn from them. Three more lessons come to mind:
Honesty: Little children have difficulty being less than honest. They will try to deceive but before the age of 4 really can’t fool anyone. They did a study with children of all ages where the children were shown a simple task of concealing a coin in their hand and allowing an observer to choose a hand. Under the age of 4 the child was unable to deceive an adult because they always made it obvious which hand contained the coin. A father of four boys came home to find them all engaged in something of a free-for-all. Addressing his remarks to the most aggressive of the four, he asked: Butch, who started this? Well, it all started when Harold hit me back. A family was having the pastor over for supper. The youngest child was asked to set the table. At dinner time, the mom noticed that everyone had a plate and a set of silverware. But the pastor didn’t have any silverware. All he had was a big bowl. Mom said:      You gave each of us a plate and a set of silverware. But why did you give the minister a bowl? Daughter: Mom, you told me this morning that he eats like a horse!  We also learn how to laugh in the midst of their honesty.
Trust: A child trusts in adults they’ve never met. A child does not expect any person to be bad. He will make friends with a perfect stranger. A man once said that the greatest compliment ever paid him was when a little boy came up to him, a complete stranger, and asked him to tie his shoe lace. The child has not yet learned to suspect the world. He still believes the best about others. Sometimes that very trust leads them into danger for there are those who are totally unworthy of it and who abuse it, but that trust is a lovely thing. Forget: A child has not learned to bear grudges and nourish bitterness. Even when a child is treated unjustly they forget very quickly. A child will not only recover quickly physically, but also emotionally. I’ve heard about cases of abuse from authorities where a child will forgive and go right back into a horrible situation. A child has a short-term memory like Dory in Finding Nemo. Adults remember a little longer and sometimes do not forget so easily.  Adults need to learn to forgive and forget.
The word children appears 482 times in the Bible, and the vast majority of the references do not refer to persons under the age of 12 but to individuals who are in a relationship with God. Spiritual maturity is described as childlikeness. In order to grow up, we need to become younger. If we want to become a spiritual adult, we must first become a spiritual child. God sees us as His children. If we want to become all that God wants for us, we must learn from children. That means we must watch them, listen to them, and even become like them. This is really a side benefit of spending time with children -- they can help us see God, they can teach us about kingdom living. What have you learned from children lately? Are children helping you grow in your relationship to Jesus Christ?
Love Children Intentionally: Look at verse 16: And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them and blessed them. Verse 13 says that children were brought to Jesus so that He could touch them. Jesus went beyond what was asked of Him ​he bent down, picked them up, put them in his arms, put his hands on them and gave them a verbal blessing. Talk about hands-on ministry! He took the time to demonstrate His love and grace.

As you may know, the “blessing” in Jewish homes was very common. It was also common for parents to take their children to a rabbi to receive a special blessing. Usually, however, this blessing was reserved for the boys in the family. Isn’t it great how Jesus once again breaks our human categories ​ His grace is freely given to all children, without regard for gender, race, or family background.  In the book, The Blessing, authors Gary Smalley and John Trent describe the typical family blessing during the time of Jesus. Five elements of a Jewish blessing:
Jesus provided a meaningful touch by taking children in His arms and putting his hands on them. The act of touch is a key to communicating warmth, personal acceptance and affirmation. Mobbed by onlookers and protected by His disciples, Jesus could have easily waved to the children from a distance or just ignored them altogether. Don’t underestimate the importance of touch. If we as parents do not meaningfully and appropriately touch our children, we will starve them of their need for genuine acceptance ​ so much so that it can drive our kids into the arms of someone else who is all too willing to touch them. A hug a day keeps the devil away is what I always say.
When Jesus blessed them, He did it with a spoken message.  In many homes today, words of love and acceptance are seldom heard. A blessing becomes so only when it is spoken. What’s spoken in your home?  Jesus gave high value to children. The meaning of to bless literally means to bow the knee. Jesus thought so much of children He showed reverence and even awe for them. It was based on who they were, not simply on their performance. The blesser would picture a special future for the person being blessed. Wouldn’t it be great to know what Jesus said to these children? I wouldn’t be surprised if He told them about the ocean full of blessings in store for them as they commit themselves to becoming fully committed followers. An active commitment goes along with giving the blessing. Words alone cannot communicate the blessing; it needed to be backed up with a commitment to be there. Jesus said: No matter what, I will be with you always, even to the very end of the age.    This is how Jesus and the Jewish culture demonstrated love for children ​and we can do the same by touching, talking, valuing, giving a special future, and committing ourselves to being there for them as well.
Take some time this week to thank God for our children.  Reflect on Mark 10:13-16 and Jesus Loves Me!            The hymnal of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod has these three verses: *Jesus loves me! See His grace! On the cross He took my place. There He suffered and He died, That I might be glorified. *Jesus loves me! God's own Son Over sin the vict'ry won. When I die, saved by His grace, I shall see Him face to face. *Jesus loves me! He is near. He is with His Church so dear. And the Spirit He has sent By His Word and Sacrament. Sing them this week!
I recently heard a true story by a woman named Phyllis W. Zeno. She said: One day a beautiful, but very troubled little girl came through the door of my day nursery. From the very beginning I became captivated by this child who had so little but needed so much. I was heartbroken that a four-year-old could suffer such heartache and pain. She was born in prison after her mom had used marijuana, crack and cocaine her entire pregnancy. The little girl was nonverbal and had very little control. I knew her progress would be a mighty battle. Whenever somebody approached her, she became violent for long periods and ended up in a fetal position on the floor crying out. I found myself praying for her day in and day out. As months rolled on, I began to bond with this child that no one wanted. She and I worked very hard taking one step forward and four steps back. Daily, we sat in the big rocking chair in my office, swaying back and forth. During our rocking time I sang Jesus Loves Me.  She always settled down and became very still at the melody. Though she never spoke, peace seemed to fill her face as she listened to the song. One day after a very long battle I held my special girl to again calm her fears and pain. She looked at me with tear-filled eyes and spoke for the first time: Sing to me about that Man who loves me. Let’s sing about the man who loves me this morning: Yes Jesus loves me, the Bible tells me so! AMEN!



