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Status and caring in the kingdom  

  

1 Introduction 

This passage is introduced by a question - a question from the disciples to 

Jesus - about who is going to be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven 

Matthew 18:1 NIV (Anglicised, 2011) 

At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, ‘Who, then, is the greatest 

in the kingdom of heaven?’ 

 

2 Being “the greatest” 

And this thing about being best, about being “greatest”, is something that 

comes up in many areas of life. 

1. We find it in the sporting world: 

a. Debates on who is the greatest tennis player of all time 

b. The FIFA Ballon d’Or is awarded each year to the male footballer 

reckoned to the best that year. There is a corresponding award - the 

FIFA World Player of the year - for the best female footballer 

c. Last month Niki Lauda made the claim that Lewis Hamilton is the 

greatest driver ever” - other opinions are available 

2. It’s there in the world of entertainment as well: 

a. The Oscars 

b. The Baftas and so on 

3. In the world of IT where I used to work companies were frequently trying to 

convince customers that their products and solutions were the greatest 

4. People work hard - in many areas of life - to get to the top of their chosen 

profession or activity 
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This drive to be recognised, to achieve, seems to be built into us and 

something that can produce remarkable achievements - but also serious 

problems. 

People put in the work, the training, the effort to be recognised as “greatest” 

because they are investing in something they think is important, something 

they care about. 

It seems the disciples - after listening to what Jesus had been saying about the 

kingdom of heaven - had realised that this was really important, something 

they wanted to have as the centre of their focus and attention, and they 

wanted to be the best they could in it. So they come to Jesus and ask what 

they needed to do in order to be the greatest. 

Was this a good ambition or not? And I think the answer to this depends on 

exactly what they were asking? 

1. Were they asking “how can we be the best we can in the kingdom?” 

2. Or were they asking “how can we get a better position than anyone else in 

the kingdom?” 

I think what they were really saying was - “we know Jesus that you are going to 

have first place in the kingdom but who is going to be second? Which of us are 

you going to choose? What part are we going to play?”  

They had been called by Jesus, they had committed themselves to following 

him, they were on the “inside” - what was payback going to be? 

And asking that question showed they didn’t understand what the kingdom of 

heaven was like. 

Jesus doesn’t criticise them but, rather, seeks to explain to them what the 

kingdom is really like and what it means to be great within it. And he does so 

using a “little child” as an visual aid. 

Before we get to look at what Jesus says - just a brief look at how this passage 

is broken up as shown on the slide: 

• If you have a copy of the red church bible (the ‘84 translation) you will see a 

break at verse 10 

• If you have a copy of the blue / green bible (the ‘2011 translation) you will 

see an earlier break at verse 6 
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• Other translations - such as the ESV - put the break at verse 7 instead of 

verse 6. 

So there is disagreement about whether there should be a break around verses 

6 and 7 and - if so - where it actually goes and this can affect how we think 

about the passage. So, for this evening, we’re going to ignore the section 

breaks and just look at the text to see what it says.  

3 Becoming like little children (v3) 

Jesus called a little child to come into the circle and stand amongst them. I 

wonder what this child was doing before called on by Jesus: 

• maybe standing outside the circle, wondering what was going on, maybe 

even listening to what was being said 

• maybe going about his / her business  - on an errand, playing with friends, 

just waiting around 

We don’t know - but we do know that the child responded to the call of Jesus, 

was obedient to Jesus and came and did what Jesus asked him to do. And, 

even here, the object lesson is starting - being part of the kingdom is about 

listening to Jesus, of being obedient to him. 

The child willingly placed himself under the authority of Jesus - and we are 

called to do the same and to be obedient to his call.  

But there is more going on here. 

In our culture today children are seen as very important and hugely valued - 

parents devote much of their time, effort and focus on ensuring that their child 

is doing well, is experiencing life as much as possible, is provided for to the 

best of their ability. Children often seem to be the focus around which the 

family operates while parents - maybe more one than the other - put their lives 

on hold to care for their children. Children are, rightly, seen as very valuable. 

But it wasn’t the same in the culture at the time of Jesus where children were 

generally seen as unimportant.  

The Pillar New Testament Commentary: The Gospel according to Matthew 4. Life in the Messianic 

Community, 18:1–35 
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They could not fight, they could not lead, they had not had time to acquire 

worldly wisdom, they could not pile up riches, they counted for very little. To 

speak of them as humble is surely a reference to their small size rather than 

any intellectual or spiritual virtue. Their smallness made them very humble 

members of society 

And this smallness would have been very apparent as Jesus called him and 

placed him in the middle of a group of grown men.  

The Pillar New Testament Commentary: The Gospel according to Matthew 4. Life in the Messianic 

Community, 18:1–35 

 Adults like to assert themselves and to rely on their own strength and wisdom. 

This attitude is impossible for those who wish to enter the kingdom 

And so Jesus wants to draw the disciples’ attention to the humility of the child 

and to tell them they need to change and become like him.  

And the point Jesus is trying to make is that: 

The Pillar New Testament Commentary: The Gospel according to Matthew 4. Life in the Messianic 

Community, 18:1–35 

Being in the kingdom does not mean entering a competition for the supreme 

place, but engaging in lowly service. True greatness consists not in receiving 

service but in giving it. The genuinely humble person is the one that really 

counts in that kingdom. The humble person is the greatest 

And before getting on to the question of “who is the greatest” Jesus makes it 

clear that this humility is a requirement for entering the kingdom at all: 

Matthew 18:3 NIV 

And he said: “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, 

you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

The Pillar New Testament Commentary: The Gospel according to Matthew 4. Life in the Messianic 

Community, 18:1–35 

without genuine humility it is impossible even to get into it, and for humility 

the question of personal preeminence does not arise. 

And it is only then that, in Matt 18:4, that Jesus starts to respond to the 

question - and being greatest is about taking the lowly, the humble position. 
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4 How many “greatest”? (v4) 

Jesus says that if someone is prepared to take this lowly position they will be 

greatest - do we then get into a competition as to who can be the most 

humble? 

Elsewhere in Matthew Jesus speaks about serving, about taking a low place, is 

the way to greatness: 

Matthew 20:26–28 NIV (Anglicised, 2011) 

Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be 

your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—just as the 

Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 

ransom for many.’ 

Here the mother of two of the disciples had come to Jesus asking that her two 

sons would have the best seats in the kingdom next to Jesus - and Jesus 

responds by pointing to the example of his own life and encouraging them to 

serve, not to seek position 

And he picks up this idea again where he compares the behaviour he expects 

from his followers with that of the religious leaders of the day who wanted the 

best places and to be greeted with respect wherever they went. 

Matthew 23:11 NIV 

The greatest among you will be your servant. 

So I don’t think Jesus here is really talking about which position they are going 

to have - he has made it clear that isn’t the right question, shouldn’t be our 

focus. Rather he is trying to encourage the disciples to live and be in a 

particular way - a way of submission to Jesus and of serving others. It is that 

way that leads to us being the people we are called to be in the kingdom of 

heaven. 

5 Two responses (v5-6) 

And then Jesus goes on to speak about how we should respond to these 

people who have humbled themselves - and I think in both verses 5 & 6 when 

Jesus speaks about “one such child” (Matt 18:5) and “these little ones” (Matt 

18:6) he is actually referring to those who have humbled themselves to be like 
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little children. And he goes on to clarify this in verse 6 where he makes it clear 

he is speaking about those who have believed in him. 

5.1 Welcoming (v5) 

The first response is a good one - that of welcoming such people - and it is as 

though we are welcoming Jesus himself. 

Think of the amazing privilege we would find it if we - like Zacchaeus - had the 

privilege of welcoming Jesus into our homes. And here Jesus is saying that as 

we welcome other believers in his name it is as though we are welcoming him. 

There’s no qualification here - it’s not people we like, it’s not people we can 

expect to get some benefit from, it’s not people who think and act like us - it’s 

people who have humbled themselves and come to believe in Jesus. 

Do we have that welcoming nature that we gladly extend to all fellow believers 

and welcome then into our homes, into our lives, into our hearts in the name 

of Jesus? 

5.2 Causing to stumble (v6) 

And then Jesus issues a stern warning against those who would cause a 

believer to “stumble”  

This “causing to stumble” can take different forms: 

• it could be false teaching about Jesus and about faith - and there is a lot of 

teaching around today that sounds plausible and attractive on the surface 

but is actually wrong and not faithful to what the Bible says 

• it also speaks about deliberately encouraging someone to sin, maybe 

through deception - knowing something is wrong but making out it is ok 

and causing others to sin. One of the prime examples of this is the serpent 

with Eve in the garden of Eden 

And the consequences, according to Jesus, are worse then having a “large 

millstone” around their neck and being dropped into the sea: 

Matthew, Mark, Luke: Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary, Volume 1 The 

Greatest in the Kingdom (18:1–9) 

Jesus refers here to the “large millstone” (mylos onikos), which means 

“donkey-driven millstone,” the large stone rotary quern turned by donkeys or 

by prisoners (e.g., Samson in Judg. 16:21). This type of millstone, weighing 
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dozens, if not hundreds of pounds, rotated in a cone-shaped interior piece of 

stone socket, propelled by a donkey walking in circles on a track and often 

guided by two men 

This is serious stuff and we need to be on our guard not to lead anyone astray - 

even unknowingly - and cause them to stumble in their Christian faith. A good 

reminder of the responsibility we have towards each other. 

6 Stumbling blocks (v7-9) 

Jesus now speaks more generally of things that cause people to stumble - and 

will come back to how we engage with fellow believers in verses 10-14. 

And the two things he points out are things that we do and things that we see. 

We see echoes here of his teaching in the Sermon on the Mount where he is 

specifically speaking about adultery and looking at someone with 

inappropriate thoughts and desires (Matt 5:27-30).  

But here the context is probably wider - things we do that we know are wrong, 

things we look at that we shouldn’t be looking at. 

And the danger is that even when we know intellectually that something is 

wrong - such as looking at violent films that shock us and disturb us - we can 

convince ourselves that while it is scary for a while it isn’t really harmful. But 

here Jesus is warning that these types of activities can damage our relationship 

with him and our ability to live as his followers. 

And I’m not suggesting that we all spend our spare time watching violent films 

- but we can probably all think of things that we know are “on the edge” of 

what is right but that sometimes we choose to engage with. Are we prepared 

to listen to the warning of Jesus and put away those things that would get in 

the way of our relationship with him? 

7 Not despising other believers (v10-14) 

And then Jesus concludes by going back to the idea of “little ones” - those who 

have chosen to believe in him and to follow him. 

And he wants other believers to not despise them - so he’s talking about how 

we think about, how we “rate” other believers.  
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There is the strange phrase about “their angels in heaven” which have led 

some to develop the idea of personal guardian angels. I’m not convinced about 

this and I think it more likely that it is talking about the wider involvement that 

angels have in the whole church and maybe providing support to individuals at 

particular times. Other opinions are available. I think what is does clearly mean 

is that God is aware of how each of his “little ones” are being treated. 

And the story of the shepherd going after the lost sheep demonstrates that, as 

Jesus uses the story to remind us of the care his Father has for every single 

person who has committed himself / herself to Jesus. 

It’s not that the 99 aren’t important and valued - but that seeking after the lost 

and bringing them back is vitally important as well and results in a deep joy. 

The one who was lost has been found. 

And if God cares so much for each one - whatever their situation, whatever 

their circumstances, whatever problems they present - then surely we should 

do the same. 

8 Two two’s 

In this block of teaching, Jesus calls on his followers to do two lots of two 

things: 

1. For themselves 

a. To be humble 

b. To guard against stumbling 

2. Towards others 

a. To not cause to stumble 

b. To not despise 

Let’s take these on board: 

• let’s seek those positions of service so we can bless others 

• let’s be on our guard for things that would drag us down 

• let’s not do things that would make things difficult for others 
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• let’s regard each other - each of each other - as people valued by God and 

redeemed by Jesus 

And as we do these things, as we model these aspects of kingdom living, we 

will be a light and a witness to the world that, so often, watches us more 

closely than we think. 
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