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Scripture Study

How did Jesus use the
illustration of a woman in
labor to teach an important

spiritual truth?  See Jn 16:21-
22

HOME AND FAMILY IN BIBLE T IMES
Children in the Family

“S ons  are a heritage from the LORD, children a reward
from him. Like arrows in the hands of a warrior are
sons  born in one' s  youth. Blessed is  the man whose
quiver is  full of them. T hey will not be put to shame
when they contend with their enemies  in the gate”
(Ps  127:3-5). With words  like these, the Bible
reminds  us  that children are precious  gifts  from our
God. In this  lesson we examine the customs
surrounding the birth and early childhood of children
in the Bible.

T he Desire for Children

In Bible times , most women had a deep longing to
have children. If a woman had no children, it was  a
source of deep sorrow to her.

Gen 30:1  When Rachel saw that she was not
bearing Jacob any children, she became jealous  of
her s is ter. S o she said to Jacob, “Give me
children, or I' ll die!”

1 S am 1:6  [Hannah’s  womb was closed by the
LORD and it made her very sad.]

S everal times  in the
Bible, the LORD brought
a child to a family when
a woman was barren or
well past her child-
bearing years . T hese
were times of special joy
and gladness .

Caring for Infant Children

S oon after birth, a newborn child would be washed.
T hen salt would be rubbed into the skin to harden it.
After that, the baby would be wrapped in “swaddling
cloths .” T hese were linen or cotton bandages that

were four or five inches  wide and 15-18 feet long. T hat wrap would
cover the forehead and chin as  well as  the res t of the body (Eze 16:4;
Lk 2:12).

“New Birth”

T he phys ical birth of a child is  one kind of new birth that the Bible talks
about, but Jesus  said to Nicodemus, “‘I tell you the truth, no one can
see the kingdom of God unless  he is  born again.’ ‘How can a man be
born when he is  old?’ Nicodemus asked. ‘S urely he cannot enter a
second time into his  mother' s  womb to be born!’ ‘I tell you the truth,
no one can enter the kingdom of God unless  he is  born of water and
the S pirit. Flesh gives  birth to flesh, but the S pirit gives  birth to spirit.
You should not be surprised at my saying, “You must be born again”’”
(Jn 3:3-7). At firs t Nicodemus was  surprised, thinking that somehow
he would have to come out of his  mother’s  womb again in order to be
“born again.” But Jesus  was  talking about being born again by the
S pirit. When the Holy S pirit brings  us  to faith in Jesus— whether
through infant baptism or later on as  adults— we are born again. We
have a new life, new hope, and new joys  because of Chris t.

1 Pet 1:3  Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus  Chris t!
In his  great mercy he has  given us  new birth into a living hope
through the resurrection of Jesus  Chris t from the dead

1 Pet 1:23  For you have been born again, not of perishable seed,
but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.

After the Birth of a Child

Circumcision

After a child was born, there were important things  that needed to take
place. In Old T es tament times , if the child was a male, he would be
circumcised eight days  after his  birth. Circumcis ion was done in
accordance with the covenant God made with Abraham (Gen 17:9-14).
T his  act was symbolic of the fact that the Jews were separate from
the other nations  of the world. It was  also symbolic of the fact that all
uncleanness  (s in) had been cut off. T hey were God’s  people who were
to be holy unto Him. T hey were the people through whom He had
chosen to send His  own S on. Circumcis ion was  a s ign of the
relationship the people had with God— s imilar in ways  to the New
T estament sacrament of baptism. Jesus  Himself was  circumcised (Lk



2:27) according to the Law of Moses .

Circumcis ion was a law that was in place until Chris t came. In the New
T estament, the Apostle Paul says , “Neit her circumcis ion nor
uncircumcis ion means anything; what counts  is  a new creation”  (Gal
6:15). What do you think Romans 2:29 means when it talks  of
“circumcis ion of the heart?”

Rom 2:29  No, a man is  a Jew if he is  one inwardly; and
circumcis ion is  circumcis ion of the heart, by the S pirit, not by the
written code. S uch a man' s praise is  not from men, but from God.

Naming the Child

For male children, their names were officially given at the time of their
circumcis ion. Names of boys  and girls  had generally more s ignificance
in Bible times  than names that are chosen today. Names were chosen
to emphas ize a particular quality, character,
or authority of the person being born. For
example, the name Jacob means “deceiver”
and the name Isaac means “laughter.”  S ee
Gen 29-30 for other examples .

T he name Jesus  means “Jehovah saves .”
What the angel said to Joseph makes  sense
in Mt 1:21, “S he will give birth to a son,
and you are to give him the name Jesus ,
because he will save his  people from their s ins .”

T he names given to God in the Bible describe exactly who God is  and
what He is  like.

• What are some of the names given to God?

Offerings at Birth

When a child was born, the mother was cons idered ceremonially
unclean. S he would s tay home for seven days  if the child were a boy
and fourteen days  if the child were a girl. T hirty-three days  after that

(s ixty-s ix for a girl) it was  time to make
childbirth offerings  at the temple. Ordinarily
a lamb with a pigeon or dove were offered
as a s in offering. In the case of a firs t-born
child, redemption money was to be paid too
according to Num 18:15-16. T hey were
alternate offerings  for  those who were too
poor to give the regular offering.

• What are the offerings  of the new
birth?

Faith L ike a L ittle Child

Jesus  speaks  at some length about children
and faith (Mk 10:13-16). He says  that we ought to receive the
kingdom of God as  little children. Little children s imply lis ten and trus t
the words  of their parents . T his  is  how we can lis ten and trus t the
words  of our loving S avior Jesus . T here are a lot of ways  in which it
is  des irable to “grow  up,”  but we never want to grow up so much that
we doubt the s imple words  and promises  of the Lord.

No Longer Milk, but Solid Food

Infants  were fed with their mother’s  milk for the firs t  two years  or so
of their lives . When they were weaned and began eating solid food, it
was  a time for celebration (Gen 21:8). In Heb 5:12-14 the writer
speaks  of the importance of spiritual “weaning. ” T hat as  we grow in
our faith, we want to move from an unders tand of the bas ics  of
Chris tianity to the more complex things .

May we all grow not only phys ically, but spiritually from infancy to
mature adults  with the help of our gracious  God.

Resources
Manners  and Customs of Bible Lands  by Fred H. Wight
Bible T imes and Customs  by T im Gibson


