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Introduction

The Global Child Protection Alliance (GCPA) envisions a world where every child can
flourish into their God-given potential. We believe that child protection and
safeguarding are both missional and eschatological expressions of God’s care for the
vulnerable and a living witness to the coming Kingdom in which every child is able to
flourish. Safe communities are represented by strong child protection and
safeguarding cultures, transparent and accountable systems and structures, and
where abuse is absent. However, during this theological reflection, we must be aware
that the whole Church family has not always cared for the vulnerable as God desired,
and has found herself complicit in serious lapses in her role of child protection and
safeguarding, as the image bearer of the God who we love, follow and serve.

To acknowledge our complicity is to confess that child protection and safeguarding
failures are not merely organisational failures but theological ones. Whenever children
are neglected, silenced, exploited or left unprotected, we fail to reflect the biblical
understanding of children as precious to God and worthy of dignity, protection and
participation in His Kingdom. Therefore, through collaborative action on key issues,
shared projects, research, campaigns, and resource exchange, we strengthen the
systems and communities that surround children, so they can thrive in environments
that honour their dignity and potential, and give them hope.

This paper emerges from that shared commitment and offers a theological and biblical
framework for child protection and safeguarding. It is both a reflection and an invitation
- to deepen our understanding, to learn from one another, and to engage with Scripture
in ways that equip and challenge the Church to move beyond awareness toward
modelling a community where children are seen as image-bearers of God and thriving
participants in His mission.

To help us think through this theme, we are drawing upon a familiar image - lenses.
We use lenses in our daily lives to help us see things more clearly. Different lenses
will help us notice different perspectives. We suggest that we consider the following
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theological lenses in our approach to child protection and safeguarding - of creation,
sin, justice, complicity, hospitality, and hope.

By drawing on such a range of theological “lenses,” as these, we seek to provide a
holistic and compelling vision that enables the whole Church family to cultivate
environments where children are not only protected from harm but are recognised as
active participants in the life and mission of God.

Creation Lens

Our beginning point is Genesis 1, God as Creator, and our being made in God’s image
(imago Dei, vv. 26-27). This concept is very common within child protection and
safeguarding discussions, and is developed here to account for more of the richness
of its meaning and context.

The first implication of the imago Dei is that all people — women, men, children, adults
— are endowed with inherent worth and dignity by virtue of being made in God'’s image.
Child protection and safeguarding is therefore a way of recognising and honouring the
imago Dei in each person.’

The second implication is how Genesis 1 portrays the role of human beings in the
world, who are blessed and called to be fruitful and multiply (v. 28). This is significant
because acting justly and rightly is an inherent part of the human vocation, partnering
with God ‘to imitate God in his fundamental orientation toward the world-—that is, in
his justice and righteousness, faithfulness, holiness, compassion, and truth.’?

Child protection and safeguarding can be framed, then, as an expression of our
partnership with God as we work out our privilege and responsibilities to pursue his
commitments in the world. It is not just about responding to the imago Dei in the other,
but a way we express the imago Dei in us - communally. | treat you well not only
because you are made in God’s image, but because / am made in God’s image as
well. This helps us acknowledge God’s image in one another.

In the repeated refrain that God sees and declares ‘good’, culminating in his overall
assessment that the creation as a whole is ‘very good’. When reading this text through
the lens of the use and abuse of power, it strikes us as significant that God sees,
blesses, and declares good. This description of God’s fundamental orientation towards
his creation and towards people is the very antithesis of abuse, which at its heart is a

1 See also, for example, Proverbs 14:8: ‘Whoever oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker, but
whoever is kind to the needy honours God.” (NIVUK).
2 McConville, J. Gordon, Being Human in God’s World: An Old Testament Theology of Humanity, Grand Rapids:

Baker Academic, 2016, p. 27. See also Carmen Joy Imes, Being God’s Image: Why Creation Still Matters, Grand
Rapids: IVP, 2023.
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denial of God’s view of people and a violation of not only his purposes, but his very
nature.

This builds upon the description of the very nature of God, not least God incarnated
as a vulnerable baby. In further reading of Old Testament Scripture, we see that God
identifies Himself with those who are vulnerable in the community as He proclaims
Himself, saying, “I am the God of the widow, the orphan and the fatherless”. This
repeated identification of Himself, and positioning with those who are vulnerable
shows a God who is willing to align Himself with the last and the least. Therefore, we
who are created in God’s image and are his image-bearers are meant to demonstrate
in our very nature that alignment, ‘bias’ and identification with those who are vulnerable
specially the fatherless, the orphan and those at risk of abuse, exploitation and
oppression.

We can certainly see how God’s word and work of creation is for flourishing and
blessing — the very antithesis of exploitation and abuse.

Sin Lens

Focusing mainly on Genesis 3-11 the sin lens focuses on the impact of human
rebellion and the realities of sin. We are particularly aware of attitudes of denial or
naivety in conversations around child protection and safeguarding that express a
sentiment such as ‘that sort of thing couldn’t happen here’. This can prove to be a
deeply naive and problematic theological statement that can end up protecting
perpetrators from being held to account.

Reflecting on the story of human rebellion in Genesis 3, the common observation is
that it results in an opposition of all that God intended it to be - the fracturing of
relationships between God and humanity, between people, between people and
creation, and even a person’s relationship with themselves.? In the following chapters
in Genesis we witness how sin and its effects deepen and spread, causing and
accompanied by violence, alienation and distrust. Hence the author of Genesis could
report:

‘The LORD observed the extent of human wickedness on the earth, and he saw
that everything they thought or imagined was consistently and totally evil.” (Ge
6:5, NLT)

As a result, we must face up to the depth and reach of sin in our broken world. Anything
else is, to put it mildly, theologically naive and pastorally dangerous. This reality
extends to every human being, including children, who are also born into sin and
subject to God's judgement, mercy and grace. (Ge 7:22-23, Ps 51:5) As a result, while

3 See, for example, how Tearfund uses this framing of broken relationships: https://www.tearfund.org/about-
us/our-vision-and-values/our-theology
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children require protection because of their particular vulnerability, they are also
capable of causing harm to others, including other children. Therefore, our conviction
of the reality and presence of sin arising from human rebellion is that child protection
and safeguarding is critical in the context of the world in which we live.

Justice Lens

The fjustice’ lens reflects a commitment to helping see child protection and
safeguarding as related to the use and misuse of power. In so doing we are not only
able to frame child protection and safeguarding as a justice issue but ensure that it
implicates all — from survivor to perpetrator.

The Old Testament's vision of ‘justice and righteousness’, a shorthand way of
describing Israel’'s ethical life, integrates our relationship with God and our
relationships across society thereby moving towards flourishing and shalom.* An
evocative text that points to this is Isaiah 5:7 with God’s assessment of his people:

and he looked for justice, [mishpat]
but behold, bloodshed; [mishpakh]
for righteousness, [tsedaqah]
but behold, an outcry! [tse’aqah]®

The biblical call to treat people well and the need to move beyond individual attitudes
and intentions to ensure that systems and structures are in place for the wellbeing of
people in society builds upon such passages. Leaders must also uphold and include
such principles is highlighted in Proverbs 31:8-9 with its call for the king (i.e., the one
with power) to use that power for the good of those at the other end of the power
spectrum®:

Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves;
ensure justice for those being crushed.

Yes, speak up for the poor and helpless,
and see that they get justice. (NLT)

4 On the meaning and relationship of these two terms see, for example, Christopher J.H. Wright, Old Testament
Ethics for the People of God, Leicester: IVP, 2004, ch. 8.

5 See John Goldingay, Isaiah, NIBC, Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001, p. 53, who observes this play on words: ‘The
proximity of the words and the similarity of sounds belie the distance between what they refer to and the distance
between hope and reality’.

6 See, for example, Thirtyone:Eight's 2020 document, ‘On Behalf of the Voiceless: A Theology of Safeguarding’.
Written by Krish Kandiah with Justin Humphreys. https://thirtyoneeight.org/media/mstpijfi0/theology-of-
safequarding.pdf.
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Complicity lens

The purpose of this lens is to show that we need to approach the theology of child
protection and safeguarding, aware that we may, unwittingly perhaps, be complicit in
practices, cultures, and structures that are causing pain to others, and silencing their
voices. This also lends itself to discussions on the complexities of culture and power
in organisations and how there may be elements of both goodness and compromise
happening at the same time. It also reminds us that good intentions are not enough,
and that we must apply curiosity and imagination when reflecting on our activities,
actions, and structures. We therefore approach this with humility.

The complicity lens emerges in the Psalms and is, perhaps, the most unexpected one.
Relevant texts for this theme include psalms of lament and vengeance such as Psalm
5 and others:

‘O LoRD, why do you stand so far away? Why do you hide when | am in trouble?’
(Ps. 10:1, NLT)

‘Break off their fangs, O God!
Smash the jaws of these lions, O LORD!
May they disappear like water into thirsty ground.
Make their weapons useless in their hands.
May they be like snails that dissolve into slime...” (Ps. 58:6-8a, NLT)

The treatment of this lens requires the user to turn the focus of the passage from the
oppressors identified to themselves. It requires the reader to question if they are guilty
in any sense of these very atrocities and ask the question, “Is there anyone in the
community of God’s people who might want to say this to God about me—or maybe,
about us?”’ The Psalmist provides an instructive model for us to operate with a higher
degree of self-awareness that helps to lead us to repentance, lament, reparation and
restoration:

‘Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious
thoughts.

Point out anything in me that offends you, and lead me along the path of
everlasting life.” (Ps. 139:23-24, NLT)

It is important that when we are confronted by our own complicity or failure to act on
behalf of others, we have a process ahead of us that may take us to full restoration
(with self, others and God). Without this, we allow the damage of our actions or
inactions to remain. This journey is where our complicity can be redeemed and
relationships restored.

7 Davis, Ellen, Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament, London: Bloomsbury Publishing,
2001, p. 28.
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Hospitality Lens

The fifth lens is one of hospitality. A foundational text for this is Mark’s account of
Jesus welcoming and blessing the children, despite the attempts of the disciples to
block their way to him (10:13-16; cf. 9:33-37).8 It has been suggested that these
particular children may themselves have been especially vulnerable or marginalised,
but Jesus sees them, welcomes them, and blesses them.®

This beautiful, unsettling story portrays the disciples as gatekeepers deciding who
would get access to Jesus. The hospitality lens encourages us to consider how we
may (as individuals or communities) be getting in the way of people — especially those
on the margins — coming to know Jesus. As before, we may not intentionally be doing
this — just as, presumably, the disciples thought they were honouring Jesus. How might
the structures and practices we are responsible for and are participating in be creating
similar obstacles to those who are especially vulnerable and marginalised? How can
we address these barriers so that all people can flourish in communities of God’s
people?

Hope Lens

A sixth theological lens for child protection and safeguarding may be described as the
hope lens. While child protection and safeguarding theology must take seriously the
realities of sin, injustice, abuse, and complicity, Scripture does not leave vulnerable
people within narratives of harm alone. The biblical story consistently moves toward
restoration, peace, and the flourishing of children within the redeemed community. The
prophets, especially Isaiah and Zechariah, envision the future reign of God through
images in which children are safe, visible, joyful, and free to thrive publicly without fear.
Isaiah imagines a renewed creation where “The wolf shall dwell with the lamb ... and
a little child shall lead them”, (Isa 11:6) where “the nursing child shall play over the
hole of the cobra” and “they will not hurt or destroy” (Isa 11:8-9). Likewise, Zechariah’s
vision of restoration pictures city streets “filled with boys and girls playing there” (Zec
8:5). These are not sentimental details but signs of God’'s shalom - wholeness. The
wellbeing of children becomes an indicator of covenant faithfulness and communal
righteousness.

Hope reminds us that child protection and safeguarding is not merely reactive
protection against harm. It is participation in God’s redemptive intention for human

8 On this story, see for example, the 2025 Lausanne Occasional Paper: ‘Towards a Biblical and Theological
Framework for Child Participation in the Missio Dei’. Written by Bradley Thompson, Christine Karanja, Maria
Alejandra Andrade Vinueza, and Tim J. Davy and edited by Lucy Kajidori. https://lausanne.org/occasional-
paper/towards-a-biblical-and-theological-framework-for-child-participation-in-the-missio-dei

9 See, for example, the treatments by Gundry and Van Aarde; Judith Gundry “Children in the Gospel of Mark,
with Special Attention to Jesus' Blessing of the Children (Mark 10:13-16) and the Purpose of Mark” in Marcia J.
Bunge, Terence E. Fretheim, and Beverly Roberts Gaventa, eds., The Child in the Bible, Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2008, 143-176 [154—158]; Andries Van Aarde, Fatherless is Galilee: Jesus as Child of God,
Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2001.
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flourishing and a sign of God’s love made tangible through relationships, meaning, and
trust.’® Abuse and exploitation distort God’s purposes and deny children the freedom,
dignity, truth, justice, and hope intended for them. Child protection and safeguarding
therefore becomes an eschatological practice: the Church embodies, however
imperfectly, the coming Kingdom in which the vulnerable are secure, valued, heard,
and able to flourish in peace. This is a prophetic declaration of a triumphant life of a
community of faith.

An Invitation to Reflection and Action

This framework has sought to bring Scripture, theology, and practice into deeper
conversation, inviting the whole Church family to reimagine child protection and
safeguarding not as a peripheral obligation, but as a core expression of faithful
discipleship. Through the lenses of creation, sin, justice, complicity, hospitality, and
hope, we see that child protection and safeguarding is rooted in the very character and
purposes of God. It emerges from the affirmation of human dignity, takes seriously the
pervasiveness of sin, demands the just use of power, calls for humility about our own
participation in harmful systems, and invites us to cultivate communities of radical
welcome and hope where the most vulnerable are seen, heard, and protected.

Taken together, this Biblical understanding framed through the various lenses offered,
helps us move beyond a narrow or reactive understanding of child protection and
safeguarding. They call us instead toward a holistic vision in which children are not
only protected from harm but are recognised as full participants in the life and mission
of God. Child protection and safeguarding, therefore, is inseparable from the pursuit
of shalom - right relationships with God, one another, and creation—where
communities flourish together and where children do not exist at the margins but at
the heart of communal life. It is also inseparable from our mission and ministry as
Christ-followers. It is imperative that we see child safeguarding as an integral (if not
fundamental) element of our mission and ministry grounded in our understanding of
who God is and what He does."" This may well require a paradigm shift in our thinking
and theology.

This also requires us to engage seriously with the complex realities affecting children
globally, including gender-based violence, trafficking, exploitation, and harmful
traditional practices. Such challenges remind us that child protection and safeguarding
is both deeply local and profoundly interconnected, requiring collaborative,
contextually grounded, research-informed and theologically driven responses. It

10 See the Hope and Love Measures developed by World Vision International and others which looks at
understanding how children, across different cultures and faiths, experience and understand the love of God.
https://www.wvi.org/publications/faith-and-development/Hope-and-Love-Measure

" Understanding Child Abuse in Contemporary Times: A Missional Challenge' by J. Humphreys, in 'God's Heart
for Child Protection and Safeguarding' Langham, 2026, p11.
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further calls us to listen sensitively and attentively to the voices of children themselves,
recognising their agency and wisdom as essential to shaping safer communities.

At the same time, the hope lens anchors this work in the promise of God’s redemptive
future. Scripture offers a compelling vision of communities where children are safe,
visible, and free to flourish - a vision that is not merely future-oriented but one the
whole Church family is called to embody here and now. Child protection and
safeguarding thus becomes a prophetic and anticipatory practice: a lived witness to
the coming Kingdom in which justice, peace, and dignity prevail.

We therefore offer this framework not as a final or exhaustive statement, but as an
invitation. We invite churches, organisations, networks, and individuals to engage
critically and creatively with these lenses within their own contexts - to test them,
expand them, and allow them to shape both reflection and action. We encourage
ongoing theological exploration, honest self-examination, and courageous
collaboration, recognising that child protection and safeguarding requires more than
both institutional commitment and personal transformation.

Ultimately, child protection and safeguarding is about how we see and treat one
another in light of who God is. It is about aligning our structures, cultures, and
relationships with God'’s heart for the vulnerable. As we continue this journey together,
may we be communities marked not only by awareness, but by measurable change -
communities where every child is protected, valued, and able to flourish as a bearer
of God’s image and a participant in God’s mission.

Further Reading

e God’s Heart for Child Protection and Safeguarding -
https://langhamliterature.org/books/god-s-heart-for-child-protection-and-
safeguarding

e God’s Heart for Children - https://langhamliterature.org/books/qgod-s-heart-for-
children

e Measuring the Experience of God’s Love in Children (Hope & Love Measure) -
https://www.wvi.org/publications/faith-and-development/Hope-and-Love-Measure

e Safeguarding as Mission: Learning from Encounters with Jesus -
https://grovebooks.co.uk/product/mev-146-safequarding-as-mission-learning-
from-encounters-with-jesus/

With special thanks to Dr. Tim Davy of All Nations Christian College, whose original
work provided the foundation for this framework, and who supported its further
development by the Global Child Protection Alliance for public use.

(July 2026)
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