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As we come to Matthew 18, Jesus is teaching His disciples an essential 

lesson in which He redefines greatness. And this is an essential lesson for us 

too, because if we don’t redefine greatness, if we don’t dismiss the world’s 

definition and live according to God’s definition, our spiritual growth will be 

stunted, and our lives will lack proper direction.  

 

In vs. 1, the disciples ask the question, “who is the greatest in the kingdom 

of heaven?” And Jesus responds by giving the disciples an object lesson. He 

calls a nearby child to come him and says, “Unless you are converted and 

become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever 

then humble himself as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven” (vs. 3-4).  

 

There it is: God’s definition of greatness is humility! And this child-like 

humility requires a conversion, a change, or a turning in one’s life. It 

requires turning away from pride, independence, and self-sufficiency to 

humble, dependent, trust in God. So essential is this self-humbling, that 

without it one cannot enter the kingdom of heaven. This is because humility 

is at the heart of genuine faith.  

 

Consider how Matthew prepares us for the kingdom by calling us to true 

humility throughout His gospel. He begins with the message of John the 

Baptist and Jesus: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” (3:2; 

4:17). True repentance is impossible apart from humility. Pride says, “I can 

do whatever I want!” But it takes humility to confess one’s wrongs and turn 

from one’s stiff-necked independence to acknowledge that God’s way is 

right.   

 

Then in chapter 5 Jesus declares, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is 

the kingdom of heaven” (5:3). To be poor in spirit, is the utter humility of 

 
1 John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary: Mathew 16-23. Pg. 

97. 

acknowledging our spiritual bankruptcy before God. We can do absolutely 

nothing by our own ability to escape the guilt of our sin or attain the 

righteousness that pleases God. But the one who humbles himself before 

God, knowing that God’s undeserved grace is the only possibly means of 

salvation—he is the one who will be comforted because he mourns over his 

sin (5:4). And because he humbly acknowledges that he has no 

righteousness of his own, he hungers and thirsts for the righteousness God 

gives and the purity of a new heart which only God can give (5:6, 8).1  

 

Humility is not only the essential ingredient of the beatitudes; it is the 

disposition of the heart required to enter the kingdom. Notice here that 

what’s required to enter the kingdom, is not different than what is 

considered great in the kingdom. You never outgrow your need to grow in 

humility!  

 

Now this is quite different than the world’s definition of greatness which is 

relentlessly being pressed against us. The world sees greatness as power, 

status, control, and affluence (money), which leads to luxury and ease. 

Greatness, according to the world, is attained by independence, self-

achievement and characterized by self-reliance. To be great is to have 

everything and need no one—particularly God. 

 

The world’s idea of greatness sounds much more enticing then humbling 

oneself, confessing one’s wrongs, and admitting one’s inadequacy and 

therefore one’s need admitting one’s need for mercy. So why should we 

adopt God’s definition of greatness? Because on the last day, we will stand 

before the judgment seat of God and His definition of greatness will be the 

only one that matters. Yet humility is motivated not only by avoiding God’s 

displeasure and wrath, but by the rewards of grace granted to the humble. 

Peter and James together declare, “God is opposed to the proud, but He 

gives grace to the humble”—undeserved, infinite, joy-compounding grace 

(James 4:6; 1Pet 5:5)!  

 



When I was a kid, I was fascinated by my inability to push two repelling 

magnets together, even though they were extremely small. In the same 

way, even small amounts of pride repel you against God (pride is against 

God and God is against pride). Thus, you never outgrow your need to grow 

in humility.  

 

God measures greatness in degrees of humility because He Himself is the 

standard of greatness. He is perfect and infinite in goodness, mercy, 

wisdom, power, justice, and purity. So when it comes to measuring 

greatness at the human level, greatness is:  

� Nearness to God; Intimacy with God 

� Trust in God; Dependence on God (faith) 

Greatness is determined by what God treasures (what He most highly 

appraises), and what God treasures most among people are those who 

treasure God. Greatness is looking away from oneself to behold and 

treasure the greatness of God. Greatness is not, not needing God. Greatness 

is having God, being close to God. And only those with child-like humility 

can draw near to God.  

 

And so Jesus calls us to child-like humility (which is the seed of faith). 

Adulthood is characterized by independence, self-sufficiency, and self-

reliance. But in this sense, there is no spiritual adulthood. Spiritual maturity 

is one’s growth in the child-like qualities of dependence and trust in God as 

our heavenly Father and His sufficiency. Spiritual growth is increasing 

reliance on God for all that we need in life (including His perspective on 

what is true).  

 

Now, if God treasures humility as greatness and therefore sets His favor on 

the humble, we would be wise to consider the implications of how we treat 

what God treasures. And that, I believe, is the focus of verses 5-14.  

 

Vs. 5 states it positively: “Whoever receives one such child in My name 

receives Me.” Jesus is not speaking here of a literal child, but rather the one 

 
2 This is clear from the context: “like children” (vs. 3); “as this child” (vs. 4); “one 

such child in my Name” (vs. 5); “little ones who believe” (vs. 6). For Jesus’ view of 

children, see 19:13-15.  

who has humbled himself with child-like faith—a genuine believer.2 

Receiving carries with it the idea of welcoming and treating with kindness. 

When we show hospitality to a believer, when we treat them with value and 

care, we also show hospitality to Christ. We know from elsewhere in the NT 

that genuine faith creates a union between Christ and the believer—they 

are one. So our attitude toward a believer reflects our attitude toward 

Christ. But given the context, I don’t think that is specifically what Matthew 

has in mind here. Rather, it has to do with God’s heart toward His children 

whom He treasures.  

 

Every parent knows that when someone does harm to your child, who is 

precious to you, it provokes anger. And conversely, when someone blesses 

your child, it motivates you to give blessing in return. (Illus: Cheryl; 

Westfalls) The same is true for God. In Gen 12:3, God said to Abraham, “I 

will bless those who bless you and the one who curses you, I will curse.” 

When we extend blessing to one of God’s children, He rises up to bless us!  

 

Vs. 6 states the negative side: “whoever causes one of these little ones who 

believe in Me to stumble, it would be better for him to have a heavy 

millstone hung around his neck, and to be drowned in the depth of the sea.”  

In other words, it would be better to die (with no hope of rescue) than to 

face God’s judgment for causing one of his children to stumble into sin.  

 

Remember, the benefit of humility is that it allows us to draw near to God. 

Stumbling blocks do the opposite. Stumbling blocks make it hard for someone to 

get to God. Stumbling blocks influence us and others to sin, which distances us from 

God.  

 

Stumbling will happen because we live in a world of stumbling blocks 

according to vs. 7. But Jesus not only pronounces judgment on the world in 

general for its stumbling blocks but on the very individuals through whom 

the stumbling blocks come! When a believer is sinned against or enticed to 

sin, God takes personal offense to the one who trips up His child and will 

exact personal judgment.  



 

We know all too well that (even as believers) we are capable of causing 

ourselves to stumble, not to mention causing others to stumble. And 

because of this, Jesus calls us to radically purge sin from our lives in [vs. 8-

9].  

 

The point of Jesus’ words is not to walk around limbless and eyeless (as 

though that would keep you from sinning with the other eye or other hand). 

His point is that the cost of God’s wrath against sin is so great (worse than 

losing a part of our body!), that you should war against sin in your life. The best 

way to prevent ourselves from causing another person to stumble, is to 

take a radical approach to eradicating sin from our own lives. If you are 

not warring against your sin, you are causing yourself and others to 

stumble.  

 

How do we cause others to stumble? We provoke them to anger with our 

impatience and critical judgment. We cause them to stumble by our sinful 

example or by tempting them where they are weak. We fail to speak the 

truth or to set the example of Christ before them. The means of stumbling 

are endless, but every time we cause another believer to stumble, it’s 

because we fail to honor them as one whom God treasures.  

 

This is why Jesus goes on to say, in vs. 10, “See that you do not despise one 

of these little ones….” Despising a believer (vs. 10) is the opposite of 

receiving a believer (vs. 5). To despise is to “look down on [them] as inferior 

and not worth consideration or care.”3 We despise believers by failing to see 

them as precious in God’s eyes (recipients of His grace and favor) and we 

despise unbelievers by failing to remember that they are created in the 

image of God.  

 

Finally, Jesus gives us three reasons as to why we should not despise 

humble believers:  

 
3 Ibid., 115.  
4 This is unlikely a reference to individual guardian angels.  

1. We should not despise our brother because God treasures His 

children and deploys His personal angels on their behalf (vs. 10).4 

Vs. 10: “Their angels in heaven continually see the face of My Father 

who is in heaven.” We know from Hebrews 1:14 that angels are 

ministering spirits sent out by God to serve believers.  

2. We should not despise our brother because God treasures His 

children by seeking the wayward one and rejoicing exceedingly to 

bring him back (vs. 12-13). This is the point of Jesus’ parable in vs. 

12-13 where the Father is the Shepherd to leaves the 99 to find the 

one that is lost and rejoices to bring him home.5  

3. We should not despise our brother because it opposes the Father’s 

will (vs. 14). Vs. 14 says, “So it is not the will of your Father who is in 

heaven the one of these little ones should perish.” God’s will is for 

us to seek to restore the wayward believer and forgive the one who 

sins against us—that’s what the rest of chapter 18 is about. Why? 

Because God treasures His children, even those who have stumbled 

into sin.  

 

Perhaps we could summarize today’s study this way: God so treasures those 

who have humbled themselves as His children, that He rejoices to save 

them and avenges those who cause His children to stumble.  

 

As we prepare our hearts for the Lord’s supper, Jesus calls us to: 

� Humble ourselves and forsake our pride just as He humbled Himself 

to bear our sin.  

� Repent of the stumbling blocks we have laid for ourselves and 

others. (spouse, children, siblings…?)  

� Rejoice in the Father’s heart to restore all who humble themselves 

and forsake their sin to run to Christ.  

 

[Song] 

 

 

5 Vs. 11, which corresponds to this parable, is not in many of the earliest 

manuscripts of Matthew. However, we know that this is a genuine saying of Jesus 

based on Luke 19:10.  



 

 

 

COMMUNION: 

 

Bread: The unleavened bread represents Jesus sinless life. Oh, how 

He humbled Himself, to become a man who endured temptation’s 

full force, and laid down His sinless life for undeserving sinners. The 

way of Christ is the way of humility. Let us follow Him.   

 

Cup: Jesus blood was poured out to cover the offenses of our 

stumbling blocks that have resulted in our sin and our influencing 

others to sin. Because of the blood of Jesus, we can confess our sin, 

so that it no longer stands as a barrier to God’s grace and favor.  

 

 

 

 


