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Life in the Church Community: Greatest in the Kingdom (Part 1) 
Matthew 18:1-14 / August 1, 2020 

 
 
 Introduction: The Sequential Teaching of Jesus 
 

Baptism of Jesus    1st Teaching: Blessing of the Kingdom    Ch 5-7 
Miracles of Jesus    2nd Teaching: Mission of the Kingdom   Ch 10 
Rejection of Jesus   3rd Teaching: Parables of the Kingdom   Ch 13 
Transfiguration of Jesus  4th Teaching: Greatness of the Kingdom   Ch 18 
Triumphal Entry of Jesus  5th Teaching: Warnings of the Kingdom    Ch 23-25 

  
 
Question: Who is the Greatest?   (18:1) 

At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”   
 

Mark Luke 
And they came to Capernaum. And when he was in the house he 
asked them, “What were you discussing on the way?” But they 
kept silent, for on the way they had argued with one another 
about who was the greatest. And he sat down and called the 
twelve.  (Mark 9:33-37) 

An argument arose among them as to which of them was the 
greatest. But Jesus, knowing the reasoning of their hearts, (Luke 
9:46-48) 

 
1. JESUS HONORS THE HUMILITY OF CHILD-LIKE DISCIPLES AND CHILDREN (18:2-4) 

 
 And calling to him a child, he put him in the midst of them and said,  

Negative:  “Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of  
   heaven.  
Positive:  Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  
 

Children in the Greco-Roman and Jewish World at the time of Christ1 
 

“Plato, Aristotle and other philosophers spoke harshly about the faculties of children and, as a result, children were ‘associated with 
stupidity’ and their opinions were no more valuable than those of animals. Children were disparaged for their weakness and lack of 
courage, with Cicero observing, ‘The thing itself cannot be praised, only its potential.’” (page 9) 

 
“Jewish children faced other hardships. It was not unusual for these children to be sold into slavery to pay a debt, and some Jewish 
historians contend that fathers were ‘frequently’ forced by their creditors to sell pre-menstrual daughters.” (page 10) 

 
“The physical abuse of children by their parents was ‘quite common’ as reflected by the fact ‘a number of texts either assume or state 
explicitly that children were beaten and harshly disciplined by their parents.’ In the Wisdom of Sirach, for example, parents are told to 
whip their children frequently.” (page 13) 

 
“In the Greco-Roman world, as many as 50% of all children died before the age of ten and 30% died in their first year of life. Given these 
conditions, it was ‘legally permissible and socially acceptable’ for parents to leave children exposed to the elements where they would die 
or, in some instance, be taken in by others. Children born with a deformity or deemed weak were also exposed or simply drowned” (page 
14) 

 
“Children in the Greco-Roman world ‘lived in an atmosphere of sexual abuse,’ including ‘boy brothels,’ the selling of children into 
concubines, and the sexual abuse of children by their teachers. (page 15)    

 
 
2. THE CHURCH MUST “RECEIVE” CHILD-LIKE DISCIPLES AND CHILDREN  (18:5) 
  
 “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me, 

 
1 On This Rock: A Call to Center the Christian Response to Child Abuse on the Life and Words of Jesus. Victor Vieth 
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God’s Love and Protect of Children: Case Study in the Birth of Jesus in Matthew 
 

1. Infant born to a virgin by the Holy Spirit        1:18 
2. Angel tells Joseph to take Mary as his wife and the infant    1:20 
3. Infant will save his people from their sins        1:21 
4. Wise men ask Herod about the infant        2:2 
5. Wise men led by a star to the infant         2:9 
6. Wise men give gifts to the infant to worship him      2:11 
7. Angel protects the infant from Herod by sending him to Egypt   2:13 
8. Joseph takes the infant to Egypt          2:14 
9. Angel instructs Joseph to bring the infant back to Israel     2:20 
10. Joseph brings the infant back to Israel        2:21 
11. Joseph protects the infant from Archelaus and moves to Nazareth   2:22-23 

 
3. GRAVE DANGER EXISTS FOR EXPLOITATION OF CHILD-LIKE DISCIPLES AND CHILDREN  (18:6-7) 
 

but whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin,  
it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned  in the depth of 
the sea. 

 
Negative Effect of Abuse on Faith 

“In a review of thirty-four studies reporting on a total of 19,090 adult survivors of child maltreatment, scholars noted that most studies 
found abuse damaged the faith of children, often by damaging the victim’s view of and relationship with God. In a study of 527 victims of 
child abuse, researchers found these children had a significant ‘spiritual injury’ such as feelings of guilt, anger, grief, despair, doubt, fear 
of death, and belief that God is unfair” (page 8) 
 
“When the perpetrator is a member of the clergy, the impact on the victim’s spirituality is often heightened. This happens, in part, 
because clergy abusers often use their religion to justify or excuse their abuse of children and then communicate these cognitive 
distortions to their victims. In one case, for example, a minster told his daughter that having sex with children is sometimes acceptable 
and cited God’s use of incest at the time of Adam and Eve and after the flood as proof. As a result of this distorted theology, the church 
attendance of these children decreases, they are less likely to trust God, and their relationship with God ‘ceases to grow’” (page 8) 

 
 “Woe to the world for temptations (stumbling blocks) to sin!  
 For it is necessary that temptations come, but  
 woe to  the one by whom the temptation comes!  
 

Scandal: Mouse Trap 
Skandalon: “The trigger of a trap on which the bait is placed, and which, when touched by an animal, springs and causes it to close, 
trapping its victim.” “Denotes an enticement to conduct which could ruin the person in question.”  

      
Satan: More Crafty 

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the LORD God had made. 
DOUBT: He said to the woman, “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?”  
And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden, but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit 
of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’”  
LIE: But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die.  
APPEAL TO PRIDE:  For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and 
evil.” (Genesis 3:1-5) 
 

Israel’s Leaders: Roaring Lions and Evening Wolves 
Her officials within her / are roaring lions; / her judges are evening wolves / that leave nothing till the morning. / Her prophets are 
fickle, treacherous men; / her priests profane what is holy; / they do violence to the law. (Zephaniah 3:3-4) 

 
Judah: Roaring Lion and Destroying Wolves 

“Son of man, say to her, You are a land that is not cleansed or rained upon in the day of indignation. 
The conspiracy of her prophets in her midst is like a roaring lion tearing the prey; they have devoured human lives; they have taken 
treasure and precious things; they have made many widows in her midst. Her priests have done violence to my law and have 
profaned my holy things. They have made no distinction between the holy and the common, neither have they taught the difference 
between the unclean and the clean, and they have disregarded my Sabbaths, so that I am profaned among them. 
Her princes in her midst are like wolves tearing the prey, shedding blood, destroying lives to get dishonest gain. (Ezekiel 22:24-27) 
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False Prophets: Ravenous Wolves 
“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. 
You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? (Matthew 7:15-16) 
 

False Elders: Fierce Wolves 
Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of 
God, which he obtained with his own blood.I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the 
flock; and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. (Acts 20:28-
30) 
 

Modern Day: Spiritually Abusive Leaders 
1. Demand respect without earning it 
2. Demand allegiance as proof of the members’ allegiance 
3. Use exclusive language as the only correct way 
4. Create a culture of fear and shame and can’t admit their own failures 
5. Slip into arrogance, protectionism and pride 
6. Cultivate a dependence on them for spiritual understanding 
7. Demand servanthood of the members, but live privileged lives 
8. Protect themselves from criticism by being surrounded by “yes” men 
9. Hold to outward performance but reject authentic spirituality 
10. Use exclusivity for allegiance to the leader 
https://www.marydemuth.com/spiritual-abuse-10-ways-to-spot-it/ 

 
Child Sexual Abuse Predator 

1. Does not respect boundaries or listen when someone tells them “no” 
2. Engages in touching that a child or child’s parents/guardians have indicated is unwanted 
3. Tries to be a child’s friend rather than filling an adult role in the child’s life 
4. Does not seem to have age-appropriate relationships 
5. Talks with children about their personal problems or relationships 
6. Spends time alone with children outside of their role in the child’s life or makes up excuses to be alone with the child 
7. Expresses unusual interest in child’s sexual development, such as commenting on sexual characteristics or sexualizing normal 

behaviors 
8. Gives a child gifts without occasion or reason 
9. Spends a lot of time with your child or another child you know 
10. Restricts a child’s access to other adults 

  https://www.rainn.org/articles/warning-signs-young-children 
  
4.  RADICAL DISCIPLINE IS REQUIRED TO STOP EXPLOITATION OF CHILD-LIKE DISCIPLES AND CHILDREN  (18:8-9) 
   

And if your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you  to enter life 
crippled or lame than with two hands or two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire.  
And if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye 
than with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of fire. 

 
5.   THE EXPLOITATION OF CHILD-LIKE DISCIPLES AND CHILDREN IS NOT HIDDEN FROM JESUS   (18:10) 
 

“See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that in heaven their angels always see the face 
of my Father who is in heaven.   

 
Expose the Darkness: Ephesians  

For you may be sure of this, that everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, or who is covetous (that is, an idolater), has no inheritance 
in the kingdom of Christ and God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon 
the sons of disobedience. Therefore do not become partners with them; for at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the 
Lord. Walk as children of light (for the fruit of light is found in all that is good and right and true), and try to discern what is pleasing to the 
Lord. Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose them. For it is shameful even to speak of the things that they 
do in secret. But when anything is exposed by the light, it becomes visible, for anything that becomes visible is light. Therefore it says, 
“Awake, O sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you. (Ephesians 5:5-14) 
 

 
 

https://www.marydemuth.com/spiritual-abuse-10-ways-to-spot-it/
https://www.rainn.org/articles/warning-signs-young-children
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Paul Exposes the Darkness 
Alexander the coppersmith did me great harm; the Lord will repay him according to his deeds. Beware of him yourself, for he strongly 
opposed our message. (2 Timothy 4:14-15) 
This charge I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, that by them you may 
wage the good warfare, holding faith and a good conscience. By rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith, among whom 
are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan that they may learn not to blaspheme. (I Timothy 1:18-20) 

 
6.   THE CHURCH MUST ACTIVELY PURSUE CHILD-LIKE DISCIPLES AND CHILDREN EXPLOITED BY THE CHURCH   (18:12-14) 
 

What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the 
ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, 
he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray.  
So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish. 

 
God is our Shepherd: Psalm 23 

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He makes me lie down in green pastures. / He leads me beside still waters. 
He restores my soul. / He leads me in paths of righteousness / for his name's sake. 
Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, / I will fear no evil, 
for you are with me; / your rod and your staff, / they comfort me. 
You prepare a table before me / in the presence of my enemies; 
you anoint my head with oil; / my cup overflows. 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me / all the days of my life, 
and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD / forever. (Psalm 23:1-6) 

  
Christ is our Shepherd: John 10:1-18 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, he who does not enter the sheepfold by the door but climbs in by another way, that man is a thief and a robber.  
But he who enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep. To him the gatekeeper opens.  
The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.  
When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him, for they know his voice.  
A stranger they will not follow, but they will flee from him, for they do not know the voice of strangers.”  
This figure of speech Jesus used with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them. 
 
So Jesus again said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep. All who came before me are thieves and robbers, but 
the sheep did not listen to them. I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go in and out and find pasture.  
The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly.  
I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  
He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the 
wolf snatches them and scatters them.  He flees because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.  
I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life 
for the sheep. And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be 
one flock, one shepherd. For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from 
me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have 
received from my Father.” 

 
Elders are our Shepherds: I Peter 5:1-4 

So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going 
to be revealed: shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have 
you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the flock. And when the chief 
Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory. 

 
 
OUTCOME OF THIS TEACHING: Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came up to him with her sons, and kneeling before him she 
asked him for something. And he said to her, “What do you want?” She said to him, “Say that these two sons of mine are to sit, one at 
your right hand and one at your left, in your kingdom.” Jesus answered, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the 
cup that I am to drink?” They said to him, “We are able.” He said to them, “You will drink my cup, but to sit at my right hand and at my 
left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared by my Father.” And when the ten heard it, they were 
indignant at the two brothers. But Jesus called them to him and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and 
their great ones exercise authority over them.  It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, 
and whoever would be first among you must be your slave, even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life 
as a ransom for many.” (Matthew 20:20-28) 


