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The following sermon was preached at Redemption Baptist Church on Sunday, 26 January
2025. We encourage you to look up the Scriptures that are referenced and see the context for
yourself. May the Lord speak to your heart as you study His Word.

The Great Ones in Christ’s Kingdom
Matthew 18:1-5

Years ago, when our kids were quite a bit younger, a good Christian brother rang me, and
asked if my boys and | would like to have a men’s outing with him and his boys, and with some
other friends, at a glamping spot near the Cliffs of Moher. Of course, I’'m always eager for the
chance to have some fellowship with friends; so we all spent a Friday evening and Saturday
morning by the cliffs.

Now, it was around this same time that our kids, and most of their friends, were fascinated with
the idea of forming a “club.” Suddenly, it wasn’t enough for them merely to get together as
friends, play games, and have fun, as they had always done before: they now had to have an
official club, with a formal constitution and by-laws, rules of membership, officers, and so on.
However, as they were drafting their constitution, the thorny question of who would hold the
offices of president, vice president, treasurer, and other offices, arose; and since everyone
wanted to be president, they couldn’t even decide on any nominees for any of the offices. It all
came to a head as we were walking along one of the footpaths near the cliffs. The discussion
became more and more tense, until it began to turn into a little argument. Finally, a couple of
the dads stepped in and said, “Enough! The club is disbanded. No more presidents, vice
presidents, treasurers, or club! You guys are going to get together and just be friends, as you
used to do.” And that was that! After the trip, the constitution was shelved, and never seen
again.

| chuckle as | think of that story, because it reminds me of the times when Jesus’ disciples
argued over who would be the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven. Humility was a quality that
was slow-in-coming for the disciples; and Jesus had to address the matter time and time
again. How could He show them that those who are accounted “great” in His Kingdom are
those who humble themselves? In this morning’s message, we will examine the simple, but
powerful, illustration that Jesus gave to His disciples to show them how God accounts
“greatness.” The title of this message is The Great Ones in Christ’s Kingdom.

Read Matthew 18:1-9.

. Christ’s commendation of childlike humility (vv. 1-5)



In this passage, we see that the disciples had a little problem. The problem is that
they were having a little disagreement about who would be the “head honcho” in the
Kingdom (just under Christ, of course). Now, Jesus had been trying to tell them that
the Kingdom was postponed on account of Israel’s rejection of Him; but they must
have figured that this postponement would be for only a short while. They had
waited for several months now; and surely, now that they were back from their trip to
Lebanon, Jesus would start to prepare to set up the Kingdom, right? They were
expecting the Kingdom to come at any time; and each of them was keen to know
what his place of authority would be.

Now, in verse 1, Matthew says that the disciples came to Jesus to ask Him who
would be the greatest. However, when we compare this passage to Mark and Luke,
it appears that they didn’t necessarily want to ask Jesus this question: Christ had to
draw it out of them. Let’s look at Mark, and see what was happening just before the
disciples asked Jesus this question.

Read Mark 9:33-37.

Matthew says that the disciples asked Jesus who would be the greatest in the
Kingdom; but Mark gives us a little more information. Mark says that the disciples
had just been quarrelling among themselves about who would be greatest (although
they had tried to stay out of Jesus’ hearing as they did so). Of course, Jesus, being
God, knew exactly what they were talking about, and didn’t need to be informed: yet
(as He often did), Jesus asked them a question, in order to prick their consciences.
He simply asked them, “What are you talking about?” At first, they were all silent;
but finally, they sheepishly admitted what they had been talking about, and then
asked Jesus to clear up this matter. By the way, the fact that they didn’t want to tell
Jesus what they had been talking about shows that they knew that their attitude
stank! Yet, even though they knew they were in the wrong, they quarrelled, anyway.
Aren’t we the same way? Oftentimes we know that our selfish, prideful attitude is
displeasing to the Lord; yet, we continue to quarrel and make war with each other.

Now, let’s back up a bit, and see what might have led up to this quarrel. What had
just happened only a couple weeks earlier? Peter, James, and John had had the
incredible experience of seeing a vision of Jesus, Elijah, and Moses in their
resurrection glory, in the future Kingdom age! The other nine disciples didn’t get that
privilege; but Peter, James, and John did. (Of course, Jesus had forbidden them to
tell anyone about their experience; but in their hearts, pride could easily have crept
in.) Now, the Bible doesn’t tell us who started this argument; but given what had
recently happened on the mount of Transfiguration, | wouldn’t doubt but that Peter,
James, and John had begun to think of themselves as the “preeminent ones” of the
group, and had ventured to say so. Even if they weren’t the ones who started this



argument, they may well have thrown some not-so-humble remarks into the
discussion.

So, then, what was Jesus’ answer to their question? He set a child before them (a
child, by the way, who was old enough to believe on Jesus, and who had, in fact,
believed on Him); and, in essence, He told them, “Here is your example of
greatness!” Can you imagine how quiet it must have gotten? (I wish | could have
been a “fly on the wall” during that conversation!) Jesus was telling these adults,
who thought they were important, that to be “great” in God’s eyes, you must have
the faith and humility of a child. However, not only did Jesus say that we must
imitate the humility and faith of children; He said that “Except ye be converted
[literally, “turn,” or “change”], and become like “little children, ye shall not enter
into the kingdom of God”! That word “not,” in Greek, is a double negative. (Itis
translated from the words ou me, which mean, “no, not.”) Folks, this is a very
strong statement; and we’d better pay close attention to it. Jesus says that your
very entrance into the Kingdom depends on whether you have humbled yourself
before God like a little child! God will not accept those who have a nonchalant
attitude about their sin, and who don’t think it to be a big deal. In the Sermon on the
Mount, the very first thing Christ said was, “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be
comforted. Blessed are the meek [the humble], for they shall inherit the earth.”
My friends, these are the terms for entering the Kingdom! You must admit that you
are spiritually bankrupt; you must “mourn” over your sin, and desire to turn from it
(the Bible calls this “repentance”); and you must humble yourself before God, and
place your personal trust in what Christ. Have you done this? | would love to
assume that everyone here has come to Christ on these terms; but since Jesus
Himself had only twelve disciples, and one of them (Judas Iscariot) was never truly
saved, | would be naive to make that assumption. At the very least, Judas was not
saved; and if there were other people present besides the twelve (which there
apparently were, since there was a child present there), there may have been a few
other unsaved people, as well. To those who didn’t truly know Him, Jesus was
warning them that they needed to humble themselves like little children if they would
even enter the Kingdom.

Brethren, don’t ever dismiss the salvation testimony of a little child, as though it were
less “credible” than the testimony of someone who was saved as an adult. | was
saved shortly before my seventh birthday; and | know, beyond the shadow of any
doubt, that I truly believed on Jesus. There was a drastic change in my behaviour
from that day forward, because Christ had come into my heart. My salvation was no
less miraculous than the salvation of an adult, because it was all the work of Jesus’
saving blood. God’s plan of salvation is deep and profound; yet, it is so simple, that
a child can understand it. In fact, little children are far more likely to be saved than
older people are, because their hearts are usually not nearly as hardened in sin and
pride as adults’ hearts are. By the way, please don’t misunderstand me: even
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children are very capable of unbelief, stubbornness, and pride. Before | was saved, |
was one proud, stubborn little kid. Children have proud, sinful hearts, just as adults
do; and they also must humble themselves before God in order to be saved.
However, that being said, children are much more likely than adults to swallow their
pride, and their so-called “wisdom,” and simply believe God’s Word. The older
people get, the prouder and more self-sufficient they become; and the harder it is for
them to repent.

Now, not only must one humble himself to enter the Kingdom: one must also humble
himself in order to be great in the Kingdom. Eleven of the twelve disciples had
humbled themselves to receive the gift of salvation; but they had a lot more to learn
about humility. In the book of James, James wrote to believers, “Be afflicted, and
mourn, and weep [over your sin]... Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord,
and he shall lift you up.” Every day, we who are saved must continually humble
ourselves; and as we humble ourselves more and more, our focus will be less and
less on self, and more and more on Christ. Our praises will become pure and
unalloyed—just like the praises of the children who sang to Jesus in the Temple.

Read Matthew 21:15-16.

Just as Jesus was pleased by the children’s praises as He walked through the
Temple, so He is pleased by the praises of little children today —whether they be
singing in church, or telling other people about Him. This reminds me of a story that
Pastor Ledbetter once told about a pastor friend of his named Duke Hergat, from
upstate New York. Years before Bro. Ledbetter met Duke, Duke had been a hard-
hearted, cursing, drinking motorbike dude; and one day, when he was at a
McDonald’s rest stop, a little girl of about 8 years of age came up to him, and
handed him a tract. This little girl had just gotten out of her family’s car, and was
evidently looking around for someone to give this tract; and when she began to walk
toward Duke, her dad was clearly afraid of her going near this scary biker dude. In
fact, he grabbed his daughter, and pulled her away—but not before she had had the
chance to hand the tract to Duke, and have a brief exchange with him. Now, Duke,
being the “tough guy” that he was, scornfully laughed at her, and asked her why he
should believe in Jesus; and without missing a beat, she replied, “because the
wages of sin is death!” At this point, Duke threw the tract down on the ground; and
the daddy whisked the girl away into the McDonald’s. However, a short while later,
when Duke was back on the road, all he could think about was that little girl’s words.
In his mind, he kept hearing, “The wages of sin is death, is death. The wages of sin is
death.” It was driving him crazy! He had to know what that tract said! Finally, he
turned around, drove back to the McDonald’s, picked up that Gospel tract from the
ground, and read the second half of Romans 6:23: “But the gift of God is eternal
life, through Jesus Christ our Lord.” He read the entire tract, over and over; and
finally, with the faith and humility of a child, he bowed his head and asked Jesus
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Christ to forgive him of all his sin, and to be his Lord and Saviour! Later, he became
a pastor; and it was all because of a little child, who had enough childlike faith to
hand him a Gospel tract.

Folks, if that little girl continued to follow the Lord the way she did that day, then she
will be among the “greats” in the Kingdom that Christ will establish on earth one day.
She will rule over many cities! However, here’s the catch: those who are bound for
“greatness” in Christ’s Kingdom don’t even think about how important a position
they will have in the Kingdom. Nor do they sit around thinking, “O.K., I’ve got to do
my best not to think about being great, so that | will be great later.” Humble
believers don’t think about “greatness” at all (neither for the “here and now,” nor for
the future)! Those whom God calls “great” are content to obey the voice of Jesus
immediately, humbly, without question, and with a cheerful heart, no matter how
great or small their place of service may be. They are not ashamed to serve in some
lowly station in a small local church, because that is what God wants them to do.

Now, let’s read verse 5 again, and see what else Jesus said about those who
humble themselves as children. (Read Matthew 18:5 again.) Not only are God’s
people to humble themselves like little children: but Jesus also commands believers
to receive each other humbly, as though they were receiving Christ Himself.
(The word “receive” comes from a Greek word which specifically means “to receive
into fellowship.”) Now, that’s a curious thought, isn’t it? Why would a believer not
receive a fellow believer? For many reasons; but they all ultimately spring from
pride. Pride in the heart causes many believers to harbour bitterness,
unforgiveness, envy, or jealousy toward fellow believers; and in God’s eyes, this is
not a small matter: this is a serious sin, which must be forsaken! When believers are
fighting and warring with each other, God calls them spiritual “adulterers and
adulteresses.” (Look it up in James 4:1-3.) Oftentimes, believers allow little
disagreements over things of which God has not clearly spoken to put a divide
between them; and the reality is that they are not so much valiant for the truth as
they are proud of themselves for being “right.” Brethren, this should not be! As the
Apostle Paul said, Jewish believers may still observe the feast days, whereas Gentile
believers may not observe them; but they should still receive each other. Some
believers may celebrate Christ’s birth during Christmas season, whereas others do
not; but we should still receive each other. (God has not spoken on that issue!) Even
when a believer has to be put out of the church because of a serious sin in his life,
God commands us to receive him or her back fully, lovingly, and without any
condescension, as soon as that person truly repents, and seeks restoration.
Believers should receive other believers (especially those who are weak) with a
humble spirit, because we know that if it weren’t for the grace of God, we would all
be lost, and on our way to helll In God’s eyes, we are all weak, and in need of His
grace.



Read Romans 14:1-10.

Now, maybe you’re wondering why | keep talking about adults, when Jesus said,
“Whoso shall receive one such little child in my name receiveth me.” Well, it’s
simple. When Jesus talks about receiving a “little child” here, He is talking not just
about an actual, biological child, but about anyone who believes on Him with
childlike faith (including adults). Jesus certainly wasn’t talking about “any and every
biological child,” because being a child in age doesn’t make you saved. In the very
next verse, Jesus specifically said, “one of these little ones which believe on me.”
In order to “believe” on Christ, one must be at least old enough to understand the
Gospel message, and consciously believe on Christ. Clearly, Jesus is talking about
believers, whether they be old or young. Need proof? Let’s look at a couple
examples.

Read John 13:33-35.

Read Jeremiah 1:4-10, 18-19.

On the night of the Last Supper, after Judas had left the room, Jesus turned to His
eleven saved disciples, and addressed them as “little children.” Why? Because
they had humbled themselves as little children, and had received His gift of salvation.
Six hundred years earlier, Jeremiah had humbled himself, too. That is why Jeremiah
called himself a na’ar—a “young boy,” or “child.” He acknowledged his utter
inability to do the task to which God was calling him; and because he humbly
acknowledged his inability, God gave him the ability he needed. God promised
Jeremiah that when he would stand up to preach to the hard-hearted people of
Judah, and look into their angry faces, He would make him like a “defenced city,”
an “jron pillar,” and like “brasen walls” against them. Brethren, this is what God
does for all His children, when we humbly acknowledge our inability, and confess
that we are like "little children." He matures and equips us, so that we do not remain
“children,” spiritually speaking. He gives us the wisdom that we need, and the
courage that we need, to serve Him. Remember when the LORD appeared to King
Solomon in a dream, and offered to give him anything that he asked? What did
Solomon say? Solomon said, “I am but a little child: | know not how to go out or
come in.” Therefore, he requested that God give him wisdom to judge God’s
people. Well, guess what? That’s exactly what God gave him; and God will do the
same for us, too, if we will humble ourselves as little children.

Christ’s condemnation of those who offend His children (vv. 18:6-7)



(Read Matthew 18:6-7 again.) Jesus had just said that believers who “receive”
other “little children” (in other words, “other believers”) are really receiving Himself.
But what about those who “offend” His little children? Jesus has a very serious
warning for them! He says that it were better to hang a millstone around that
person’s neck, and to cast him into the “depth of the sea,” than that that person
should offend one of His little ones!

Now, what does Jesus mean by this? First of all, what does Jesus mean by
“offend”? Well, the word “offence” is translated from the word skandal, which
means “a snare, stumbling block, or cause for error.” (We get our word “scandal”
from it.) An “offence” is something that someone does or says to cause someone
else to fall into false teaching, or into sin. With that in mind, to whom did Jesus give
this warning? Was He speaking to believers? No. Jesus is addressing lost people,
and is warning them not to mess with His kids. In verse 7, Jesus specifically says,
“Woe unto the world because of offences.” Now, we know that Christ was
addressing the disciples (and probably a few other followers) as He was speaking
here; but we mustn’t forget that Judas was not a true believer. Judas was probably
one of the very “offenders” that Jesus had in mind! Remember when Jesus and the
disciples were at the dinner in Bethany, and Judas got the other disciples all riled up
about how disgraceful it was that Mary had “wasted” all that expensive ointment, by
using it to anoint Jesus’ feet? Through his murmuring and criticism, Judas provoked
the other disciples (who were true believers, and should have known better) to
complain against Mary, when she was actually doing right. Jesus rebuked all the
disciples for this; but His sharpest rebuke was directed to Judas, in particular. There
were probably many other occasions when Judas stirred up the disciples to question
Jesus, as well; and at the Great White Throne judgment at the end of the world, his
murmurings against the Lord will add even more to the eternal torment that he will
suffer.

Now, just to be clear, believers are responsible for their own actions, regardless of
what unbelievers around them do, or don’t do, to try to trip them up. In 2
Corinthians 5:10, Paul says to believers, “For we must all appear before the
judgment seat of Christ; that every one may receive the things done in his
body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad.” No believer
will be able to stand before God and say, “My unsaved friend or relative pressured
me do this,” or, “Those wicked Hollywood actors made me think this way, or act this
way.” No Christian will be able to say, “That false teacher made me wander from the
truth, because he was so persuasive.” We all have the Spirit of God, the Word of
God, and a Spirit-empowered new nature, to help us to know the truth, and to
overcome sin.

However, that being said, God will harshly judge those lost souls who enticed God’s
children to wander from the truth. Of course, God will harshly judge anyone who



causes another person to wander from the truth—whether the person whom he is
causing to stumble be a fellow lost person, or a saved person. Nonetheless, there
will be great indignation against those who mess with God’s kids —especially when
they are young, vulnerable children! The schoolteacher who tells that believing child
that the Bible is full of myths, and thus causes him to doubt God’s Word, will be
judged with many stripes! Those who caused God’s children (especially little
children) to consider whether evolution might really be true; or who introduced
pornography to them, or the occult, or drugs, or alcohol, or who caused them to
question the gender that God gave them, or to wonder whether homosexuality,
lesbianism, or transvestitism really are acceptable lifestyles, will suffer unutterable
torment. Wicked rulers who compelled God’s people to blaspheme and deny the
name of Jesus, or else suffer confiscation of goods, imprisonment, torture, and
death (or worse) will suffer unspeakable agony in the Lake of Fire. Those who molest
or harm God’s children (and especially little children) will suffer the hottest fire
imaginable —just as the men of Sodom suffered the hottest fire that God could bring
down on them from heaven. Sadly, those who do such cruel things usually have,
themselves, been hurt (often when they were children); and they are now hurting
others. Nonetheless, God will judge them severely, because they are without
excuse. Nature and conscience inform us that there is a God against whom we have
rebelled; and the Scriptures tell us that we must repent and believe on Jesus in order
to escape God’s wrath.

God is not playing games, folks. Severe judgment is coming to those who “offend”
His children. However, there is good news: God can save even the chief of sinners.
At one time, Saul of Tarsus sincerely thought that he “ought to do many things
contrary to Jesus of Nazareth.” He shut up Christians in prison, compelled them
to blaspheme Christ’s name, and put them to death. Yet, God was merciful to him,
and saved his soul, when he turned to Christ in faith and repentance. Even the vilest
of sinners God can save! That is why we who know the Lord should pray for those
who persecute us, that God will get hold of their hearts, and save them. And while
we’re at it, we should be careful that even we do not cause a brother to stumble in
any way. Thank God, our salvation is not at stake when we sin; but God is not happy
when we cause a believer to stumble through our carnal and worldly choices. If
eating meat that might have been offered to idols is a sin that Christians should
avoid at all costs, how much more should we avoid things that are actually on the
“borderline” of what is acceptable in God’s sight? If it’s doubtful, don’t do it—not
only so that you won’t stumble into sin, but so that your brother won’t stumble into
sin, either. We are our brother’s keeper!

Read Romans 14:12-23.

Christ’s caution to those who offend themselves (vv. 8-9)



(Read Matthew 18:8-9 again.) In verse 6 and 7, Christ warned unsaved worldlings
against causing His little children to stumble. Now, in verses 8 and 9, Jesus gives
another warning to lost people: He warns them not to offend themselves, by allowing
some darling sin to keep them from coming to Christ for salvation.

Now, to many people, this is one of the most perplexing things that Jesus ever
taught. Why on earth would Jesus tell us to cut off a hand, or to pluck out an eye?
Those who don’t know the Lord are often completely mystified by these verses. For
example, in 1529, a Catholic priest named Prior Buckenham condemned the
translation of the Bible into English, because he said that “If the common man read
the Scripture, he will destroy himself.” How did he figure this? Because he said that
“When the simple man reads the words, 'If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out’...he
will pluck out his eyes: and so the whole realm will be full of blind men” (Demaus,
Life of Latimer, p. 77.)”1 Sadly, Prior Buckenham himself was a spiritually blinded
man, who had no understanding of this verse. However, we who know the Lord
needn’t be in the dark about these verses, as the world is. Jesus wasn’t talking
about literally plucking out your eye, or cutting off your hand, because the eye and
the hand aren’t the real source of the problem, anyway. In Mark 7 Jesus identified
the source of the problem when He said, “Out of the heart of men proceed evil
thoughts, adulteries, fornications,” and so on. You see, the real source of lust is
our sinful heart. You may literally pluck out your eye, if you wish: but that won’t stop
the heart’s desire for adultery, or for other lusts of this world. You may even cut out
both eyes; but it still wouldn’t keep your heart from desiring evil.

What was Jesus saying, then? Simply this: “Whatever it takes, ‘cut off’ that thing
that is keeping you from coming to me for salvation! Don’t let anything trip you up.
Whatever inner lust or thing of this world that you love, and that you don’t want to
forsake, cast it aside as an enemy, and run to me!” To all who are lost in sin Jesus is
saying, “If you want to be saved, and spend eternity with me in Heaven, then you
must forsake all your sin, come to me, and let me be the Lord of your life.”

Conclusion: Folks, Jesus died on the cross not only to save us from sin’s penalty, but to save
us from sin itself. If you want to be saved, then you must want Christ to take your sins away,
and make you righteous. No sinful pleasure of this world is worth losing your soul, and ending
up in the Lake of Fire for all eternity! Turn to Christ today, in simple faith; and in turning to Him,
turn from your sin. To those who are already saved, | would say this: “Humble yourself in the
sight of the Lord!” You humbled yourself on the day you were saved; but every day, you must
humble yourself more and more, just like a little child. Pour contempt on all your pride, and let
Christ have full control of your heart.

1 Tyndale Monument North Nibley, https://www.northnibley.org.uk/monument.php



