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W HO’S T H E GR E AT EST ?
Human beings are preoccupied with the question, “Who is the greatest?” 
We are self-absorbed, competitive creatures. The motto of the modern 
Olympic Games urges participants to be “Higher, Faster, Stronger” than 
their rivals. The Guinness World Records is a compendium of every 
conceivable greatest thing on planet earth. If WE cannot be the greatest, 
we want at least to know WHO is. American boxer Cassius Clay, who later 
changed his name to Muhammad Ali, answered the question famously: “I 
am the greatest!”

In the kingdom of God, however, Jesus turns all of this upside down. Our 
human estimate of who’s great and who’s insignificant is reversed. “The 
last will be first, and the first last” (Matt. 20:16). This chapter, the fourth 
of Jesus’ five major discourses in Matthew, deals at length with life 
together in the kingdom. The heart of that life is a humility that regards 
others as greater than oneself (Phil. 2:3–4).

The chapter invites us to take inventory of our attitudes and dealings. 
Listen as Jesus teaches us about true greatness. Pray for a new attitude 
toward the “little ones” and the “lost,” that we might treat them as God 
treats us.

My heart is not proud, O Lord, 
my eyes are not haughty;

I do not concern myself with great matters 
or things too wonderful for me.

But I have stilled and quieted my soul; like a 
weaned child with its mother. 

P S A L M  1 3 1 : 1 – 2

Matthew
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T RU E GR E AT N ESS: B ECOME LI K E CH I LDR EN 
Matthew 18:1–5
“Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” (v. 1). Why did the disciples ask the question? 
Perhaps it was because, for the first time, Jesus had chosen 3 of the 12 disciples to go up the 
mountain with Him—were they greater than the other 9? Then, too, Peter had just been singled 
out by the collectors of the half-shekel tax. Why him? Was he more important than the rest? None 
of them yet understood the necessity of the cross for Jesus and for themselves. Each time Jesus 
predicts His passion in Matthew, there comes resistance and misunderstanding by the disciples. 
After the first prediction Peter attempted to rebuke Jesus (16:22). Now after the second comes 
their carnal question about greatness. They just don’t get it.

In an answer, Jesus calls a child and “put him in the midst of them” (18:2). Jesus here vividly 
redefines greatness: “Unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom 
of heaven” (v. 3). The image of a child, a “little one” who is weak, vulnerable, and totally 
dependent on others, will dominate the discourse.

We must not misunderstand this as Jesus’ attempt to hold up children as innocent or to make 
them virtuous role models (“they are so trusting”) to cynical adults like us. In Judaism, children 
were not held up as role models (Gibbs). Though children were seen as gifts from God (Ps. 127:3–
5), they were also considered ignorant (Is. 38:19), unfit to rule (Is. 3:4; Eccl. 10:16), unable to 
choose between good and evil (Is. 7:16), and readily deceived “as children of no understanding” 
(Wis. 12:24).

Earlier Jesus compared His generation to fickle, whining children (Matt. 11:16–19). We all know 
from experience that children are frequently self-centered and can be exceptionally cruel to each 
other. To call someone “childish” is not a compliment!

“Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest” (18:4). It is well for us to remember that 
“children are not humble in the usual sense of the word” (Mounce). It is not the virtue of humility, 
but the humble estate of a child that is in view. The force of Jesus’ words is not “whoever 
humbles himself the way a child does,” but rather “whoever humbles himself to become like this 
child”—for example, a person who is in fact lowly and needy and knows it (cf. the first Beatitude 
in 5:3). Jesus has answered their question with the truth that the greatest disciple is the one who 
is the weakest, the most dependent upon the mercy of God. In the same vein, Paul would later 
combat the Corinthians’ errors about status by calling them to honor the least honorable and 
weakest people in their congregation (1 Cor. 12:12–26).

Gibbs’ summary is worth quoting: “In congregations today, the greatest . . . are the newest and 
least informed believers, those subject to the gravest of life’s crises . . . who are struggling with 
temptation and fear . . . to care for them is the most important work of all; it is to receive and 
care for the Christ himself.”

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 – 3 5
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LI T T LE ON ES A N D LOST SH EEP 
Matthew 18:6–14
The rest of the chapter deals with how to respond to “little ones”—the needy fellow 
believers—in the negative circumstances of their temptations and sins. After positive words 
about receiving a fellow disciple (“one such child”) in need, Jesus’ words grow stern, even 
appalling. Three times in this subsection He mentions “these little ones” (vv. 6, 10, 14) along 
with accompanying warnings.

The worst thing that can happen to a believer is neither illness nor financial loss, but 
stumbling into sin. Temptations to sin will surely come in this twisted world, but “woe” to 
those by whom they come (v. 7)! In keeping with that, Jesus issues a two-fold warning: 1.) 
don’t cause someone else to sin; and 2.) be vigilant lest you stumble! The first warning is 
accompanied by a terrifying image of execution by drowning. The “millstone” Jesus mentions 
in v. 6 is not the usual kind a woman could turn with her hand, but a “donkey millstone” 
(mylos onikos), one so large it had to be pulled by an animal—the largest stone; the deepest 
water. Certain death. And that would be better than causing a “little one” to sin!

The second warning is accompanied by an equally gruesome image. If one is led astray by his 
hand, foot, or eye (vv. 8–9, cf. 5:29–30) it would be better to amputate the offending organ 
than continue in the sin that results. Jesus is employing exaggeration, to be sure, which we 
are not to follow literally. After all, it is NOT one’s hand or foot or eye, but one’s HEART that is 
the problem (15:19)! The point is that we must confront the danger of temptation as a matter 
of utmost seriousness, to be met with the most extreme measures we can employ.

Not only actions, but attitudes toward others, are in view. Jesus warns against the attitude of 
despising “these little ones,” adding that “in heaven their angels always see the face of my 
Father” (18:10). This verse is the only direct support for the notion that God assigns so-called 
guardian angels to watch over particular humans (like Clarence was assigned to George Bailey 
in It’s a Wonderful Life). While that is surely possible, and while the Bible affirms generally 
that angels guard humans (Ps. 34:7; Ps. 91:11; Heb. 1:14), this text says nothing more about 
it. What it does say clearly is that God is always aware of such “little ones.”

To further explain God’s own care for them, Jesus employs a parable of a man with 100 sheep 
who loses one. The man leaves the 99 and goes to search for the 1 lost sheep. When he 
discovers it, he rejoices over it more than all the rest. “So it is not the will of my Father . . . 
that one of these little ones should perish” (Matt. 18:14). Clearly we are to have the same 
attitude and show the same care!

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 – 3 5
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R EG A I N I NG A LOST B ROT H ER 
Matthew 18:15–20
Jesus continues to teach His disciples how they 
are to care for the weakest and most needy 
(the greatest and most important) people in the 
fellowship of believers, namely, those who fall 
into sin. Key to this section is the word “brother,” 
used twice in v. 15 to remind us forcefully that 
the person who sins is no stranger, and certainly 
not an enemy! Fellow believers who stray into sin 
are not deadwood to be removed from the rolls, 
but people who receive the greatest care because 
they are the most needy. The purpose is to “gain” 
that brother, a word that implies he is in danger of 
being “lost” to the kingdom. The matter is urgent.

The approach we are to take is personal, 
persistent, and incremental. Five times in three 
verses comes an “if he, then you” refrain (where 
all the “yous” are singular):

“If your brother sins against you, [then you] 
go and tell him . . . ”

“If he listens to you, [then] you have gained 
your brother.”

“But if he does not listen, [then you] take 
one or two others along . . . ”

“If he refuses to listen to them, [then you] 
tell it to the church.”

“And if he refuses to listen even to the 
church, [then you] let him be to you as a 
Gentile and a tax collector.”

There are Old Testament precedents for this 
approach. The involvement of enlisting others 
as witnesses (v. 16) draws upon Deuteronomy 
19:15, which required multiple witnesses to 
sustain a serious charge against a member of the 
community. The exclusion of a person from the 
community was also practiced (Ex. 12:15; Lev. 
7:20; Ezra 10:7–8) for various reasons. Jesus’ 
words, “Let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 
collector” (Matt. 18:17), mean exclusion from 
the worshipping community, a reflection of the 

common practice with those groups at the temple 
in His day.

How this is done, of course, makes all the 
difference! Coming at the sinning brother with 
arrogance or anger will almost certainly drive him 
away and lead to his destruction. But if pursued 
with compassion, the brother may be “gained,” to 
the joy of all, especially the Father in heaven who 
rejoices when lost sheep are found.

Jesus’ words in Matthew 7:3–5, “Take the log out 
of your own eye,” remind us to approach this holy 
task with humility. We too are sinners. Hypocritical 
judgment is not to replace brotherly care!

We may do all this with confidence because 
God undergirds it with His promises. In Matthew 
18:18, Jesus repeats the promise given to Peter 
in 16:19: “Whatever you bind on earth shall be 
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth 
shall be loosed in heaven.” Now it is applied to 
the whole community as it reaches out to the lost 
one (the “yous” in these last verses are now all 
plural). The “binding and loosing” spoken of here 
is that absolution or exclusion to be rendered by 
the congregation.

If it becomes certain that there is no repentance 
despite persistent and loving outreach, the 
community must speak a loving word of 
exclusion. Yes, loving, as Paul made clear to the 
Corinthians: “Deliver this man to Satan for the 
destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may 
be saved in the day of the Lord” (1 Cor. 5:5). 
Even this word aims at the brother’s ultimate 
restoration. Dietrich Bonhoeffer echoes Paul in 
his book Life Together: “Nothing can be more 
cruel than the tenderness that consigns another 
to his sin. Nothing can be more compassionate 
than the severe rebuke that calls a brother back 
from the path of sin.” Such exclusion is not meant 
to be permanent but only until such time as the 
impenitent one finally repents.

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 – 3 5
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The assurance of Christ’s presence for “two or three” (Matt. 18:20) gathered in His name is 
certainly to be claimed by any worshipping community of Christians, but here in v. 20 it is a 
word of comfort and authority that braces even the smallest church that attempts to reach 
out in love and exercise discipline in its ranks. Moreover, the promise of God’s answer to the 
prayer of even two who “agree on earth about anything they ask” (v. 19) likewise refers to the 
decision they reach on matters of discipline, though similar promises are elsewhere attached 
to prayer that is uttered in faith in Jesus’ name (Matt. 21:22; John 14:13–14).

A K I NGD OM OF FORGI V EN ESS 
Matthew 18:21–35
The kingdom of heaven, Jesus has taught, is one in which the smallest, most sinful people 
receive the greatest care. The highest joy in God’s kingdom comes when lost people are found 
and sinners regained. Is there a limit to all that forgiving? That’s what Peter wants to know, for 
he has still not comprehended the depth of God’s mercy. “Lord, how often will my brother sin 
against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” (v. 21). Compared to Jewish teaching 
of that day, Peter’s was a generous offer. The Talmud directed forgiveness for a repeat offender 
three times. But if it happened a fourth time, the limit was reached. No more forgiving!

Most of us can identify with Peter, for there are situations we face that tax our willingness to 
forgive, and people we can endure only so long before saying, “That’s it. I’ve reached the end 
of my rope!” In this writer’s experience, the inability to forgive certain people is a spiritual 
problem that vexes many. How will Jesus answer Peter . . . and us?

Jesus’ initial response would have been sufficient: “I do not say to you seven times, but 
seventy-seven times” (v. 22). Lamech’s formula for excessive revenge (Gen. 4:24) is turned into 
a model of generous forgiveness! The Greek words are ambiguous and allow for the alternate 
rendering “seventy times seven.” Either translation makes the same point: one should not 
count, but always continue to forgive. Then Jesus added a memorable and powerful story that 
helps us understand the “why” that motivates the disciple’s willingness to forgive others.

The chief characters in this powerful story, told only in Matthew, are a king and two of 
his servants. In the first scene, the king has determined to collect outstanding debts. He 

We are invited to live in the kingdom of forgiveness. It is 
time to set aside our emotion (“How do I feel about that 

neighbor and his wrong?”) and let the initiative God has 
taken propel my own decision to forgive.

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 – 3 5
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summons the first servant, who owes “ten 
thousand talents” (Matt. 18:24). A single 
talent of silver weighed 60–70 pounds 
(worth about 6,000 denarii), meaning that 
this amount was an impossibly large debt. 
Initially the king orders that the servant and 
his family be sold so that he might at least 
receive a small fraction of what was owed. 
The servant begs piteously for time to repay, 
and the king shows a compassion that 
exceeds the man’s request. He forgives the 
entire amount.

Scene two is an instant replay with the 
opposite result. The first servant encounters 
a second who owes him “a hundred 
denarii” (v. 28). A denarius was a coin 
that represented a day’s wage. This debt 
is significant, about four month’s wages, 
but nothing like the one forgiven the first 
servant. His debt had been 600,000 times 
as large as this one! The second servant 
begs for mercy from the first, using nearly 
the same words. But instead of mercy, 
he receives physical abuse and a trip to 
debtor’s prison. It is distressing to the fellow 
servants and then to the king himself, given 
the compassion the first man received.

The third scene begins with the distress of 
the “fellow servants” (v. 31) and their report 
to the king, who is appropriately angry with 
the servant who has been totally unmoved 
by the king’s compassion. There will be “hell 
to pay” (Gibbs)! The verdict of forgiveness is 
undone and the first servant is delivered to 
“the jailers, until he should pay all his debt” 
(v. 34), and we all know how long that will 
be. The word for “jailer” appears only here 

in the New Testament and literally means 
“torturers.” It is a frightful end for the one 
unmoved by the mercy he had received.

The parable is utterly clear. God is the king, 
and each of us is invited to see ourselves 
in that first servant. See what astonishing 
and abundant grace we have received? 
See what a frightful end awaits those who 
remain unmoved by the king’s generosity? 
Now what shall we do with our neighbor, 
the second servant whose debt to us is 
infinitely smaller by comparison? Clearly, 
we MUST forgive.

This is not a new teaching. Jesus said the 
same just after giving the disciples the 
Lord’s Prayer (6:14–15). But this parable 
makes the command to forgive devastatingly 
urgent. As we read the ending, we cannot 
help feeling that forgiving the neighbor must 
happen soon! It also shows in a powerful 
way how this is possible for us, who are 
so inclined to put our love on a leash and 
limit the forgiveness we practice. The key is 
that we locate our act of forgiveness at the 
proper place in the story. If I know that I am 
the first servant and realize the compassion 
God has already given me, His mercy will 
enable and propel me.

We are invited to live in the kingdom of 
forgiveness. It is time to set aside our 
emotion (“How do I feel about that neighbor 
and his wrong?”) and let the initiative God 
has taken propel my own decision to forgive. 
The fact of God’s grace is the locomotive 
on this Gospel train. The emotions are the 
caboose. All aboard!

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 – 3 5
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord, as I undertake my study this week, remind me of the importance of the 
family in Your great design. Strengthen me by the word of Jesus to honor 
marriage and show children Your love for them. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. Who are the “little ones” in this chapter? Who are some of the “little ones” in your own life?

2. What is the most important thing you learned from Jesus’ instruction about dealing with a sinning “brother” 
(18:15–20)?

Matthew 19:1–12
3. If you could ask God anything you wanted to about marriage and divorce, what would you ask?

4. In this passage, who asks the “divorce question”? Why do they ask it?

5. In Jesus’ initial answer, what passage does He quote? Why does He focus on marriage rather than divorce?

6. In response, they also quote Scripture. To what passage do they allude in v. 7? What situation was Moses 
addressing and what was his intent?

7. Does Jesus say that divorce is ever permissible? How does Paul instruct the Corinthians about these 
matters in 1 Corinthians 7:8–17?

8. How would you summarize your understanding of your own church’s teaching about divorce and 
remarriage?

 a) too strict b) too lenient c) about right d) I don’t really know what my church’s position is

9. What is Jesus’ position about the single life (Matt. 19:11–12)? What does Paul say about that subject in 1 
Corinthians 7:7–8, 26, 32–35?

Matthew 19:13–15
10. In this little section on children, what do the parents want? What do the disciples want?

M A T T H E W  1 9 : 1 – 3 0
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11. What do you observe about children in church in your own congregation? What do you think would 
strengthen your church’s ministry to children?

Matthew 19:16–30
12. If someone asked you, “How does a person get saved?” what would you reply?

13. What does the rich young man’s question reveal about his understanding of salvation? What is Jesus’ 
counter-question? Why do you think He asks it?

14. If we are “saved by grace through faith,” why does Jesus tell the young man to “keep the commandments” 
(v. 17)?

15. Which commandments does Jesus list? Which does He omit? Which is He addressing in v. 21?

16. What’s the difference between “good” (vv. 16–17) and “perfect” (v. 21)? What does this say about the young 
man’s goodness?

17. What extra barrier does a “rich person” face?

18. On what basis, finally, can ANYONE hope to be saved?

19. Jesus hit the rich man where it hurt—in his wallet! If He were to address you where it most hurt, what 
would be that hot topic?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 19:14 “Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of 

heaven.” OR
Matthew 19:24 “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the 

kingdom of God.”

M A T T H E W  1 9 : 1 – 3 0
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