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18:1 At that time the disciples came to Jesus and said, “Who then is greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven?”  

18:2 And He called a child to Himself and set him before them,  

18:3 and said, “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become like children, you will 

not enter the kingdom of heaven.  

18:4 Whoever then humbles himself as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  

18:5 And whoever receives one such child in My name receives Me;  

18:6 but 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. 

18:7 “Woe to the world because of its stumbling blocks! For it is inevitable that stumbling 

blocks come; but woe to that man through whom the stumbling block comes! 

In 18:1 the disciples were concerned who would be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Their 

question “who then” shows that this was not just a general question, but their thoughts were focused 

on what their own status, power, or authority might be in the kingdom.  

Even though the disciples were believers, they had ever-present problems with pride, self-seeking 

ambition, and desire for prominence. They needed to learn humility. So Jesus called a child to Himself 

and set him before them and said, “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become like 

children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever then humbles himself as this child, he is 

the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (18:3-4). 

“The child is a model, in this context, not of innocence, faith, or purity, but of humility and unconcern for 

social status (this is clear from verse 4). Jesus assumed people are not naturally like that; they must 

change (be converted) to become like little children” (see 11:25)” (Carson, God With Us, 112). 

In our society children are often seen as very important; in the ancient world they were not. Children 

lacked strength (they couldn’t work or fight), wisdom, riches, and power. They were humble members of 

society. They were viewed as unimportant. Those who desire to be great in the kingdom must see 

themselves in this way. 

Verses 5 and 6 should be read together: whoever receives one such child in My name receives Me; but 

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. 

“Whoever receives one such child in My name receives Me . . .  

If we read these verses carefully, we find that “receiving a child in Jesus’ name” is not about receiving 

literal children, but about receiving “little ones” who believe in Jesus (18:6). That is, “little children” is a 

title now applied to genuine believers.  

To “receive” means to welcome as a guest and to treat with kindness. The one who welcomes (receives) 

a disciple of Christ welcomes (receives) Christ. In 10:40, 42 Jesus said something similar: 

10:40 “He who receives you receives Me, and he who receives Me receives Him who sent Me.  

. . .  
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10:42 And whoever in the name of a disciple gives to one of these little ones even a cup of cold 

water to drink, truly I say to you, he shall not lose his reward.” 

It is commonly understood in the NT that if someone is a representative for someone else, they should 

be received as the man himself (see Matt. 25:35-46; Carson, 258). In Luke 10:16 Jesus said to the 

disciples, “The one who listens to you listens to Me, and the one who rejects you rejects Me; and he 

who rejects Me rejects the One who sent Me.” That is, those who rejected the disciples’ message 

rejected God for they represented Christ who represented God. Honor bestowed on the disciples 

overflowed as honor paid to Christ and the Father. How you treat God's people is how you treat Jesus 

Christ. To receive a follower of Christ is to treat them like a guest, to welcome with kindness. Christ 

receives such kindness as if it was done to Him.  

.  . . but 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. 

 

To “stumble” is used often in Matthew. In some cases, it refers to being offended by someone else 

(where the passive verb is used). But it more often denotes something more catastrophic, “a stumbling 

which deflects a person from the path of God’s will or salvation (13:21; 18:6; 24:10; 26:31–33) . . . a 

‘stumbling block’ is a person or thing which gets in the way of God’s saving purpose (13:41; 16:23; 18:7)” 

(France, 205).  

It would have been better if they had had a heavy millstone (a stone pulled by a mule for grinding wheat 

into flour) hung around their neck and drowned in the depth of the sea than to face God’s judgment for 

causing someone to stumble. 

Sin leads to judgment, so everyone, including believers, should be concerned about sinning (18:8, 9; see 

also 5:29, 30).  

In metaphorical terms, Jesus speaks of ungodly behavior in terms of an offending hand, foot, or eye. We 

should not only be concerned about causing someone else to stumble- we must remove anything that 

causes us to stumble, as well. In Colossians 3:5 Paul writes, "Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs 

to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry." 

18:8 “If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it from you; it is 

better for you to enter life crippled or lame, than to have two hands or two feet and be cast 

into the eternal fire.  

18:9 If your eye causes you to stumble, pluck it out and throw it from you. It is better for you 

to enter life with one eye, than to have two eyes and be cast into the fiery hell. 

18:10 “See that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I say to you that their angels in 

heaven continually see the face of My Father who is in heaven.  

18:11 [For the Son of Man has come to save that which was lost.]  

As France says, “Here, as in 5:29-30 and 13:21, the ‘stumbling’ envisaged is much more drastic than 

‘being offended’ or even ‘scandalized.’ It appears to envisage fatal damage to a disciple’s relationship to 

God. They are caused to ‘trip’ so as to be in danger of falling out of the race altogether” (France, 680).  
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In 18:10–14 the expression “one of these little ones” must also be understood to refer to believers. 

Believers should not be despised (18:10), “for I say to you that their angels in heaven continually see 

the face of My Father who is in heaven.” 

“Their angels” in verse 10 may sound like a reference to guardian angels, but there is really no proof of 

this. Hebrews 1:14 speaks of angels serving people, but without any specific individual connection. Acts 

12:15 is the closet parallel to the idea of an angel linked to a person where it speaks of “his (Peter’s) 

angel”. However, there is nothing in Matthew 18 stating that the angels are guarding anyone. All it says 

is that they continually see God’s face. It is more likely that this is picturesque language stating that our 

situation is known by God. However, no matter what this clause means, it implies that believers should 

not be despised because their dignity in God’s eyes is very great (Carson, 113). 

Care for the “little ones” is next illustrated by a simple parable (also see Lk. 15:25-32).  

The bracketed verse 11 is probably not in the original text and was most likely added at some later date 

to match Luke 19:10. 

18:12 “What do you think? If any man has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, 

does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go and search for the one that is 

straying?  

18:13 If it turns out that he finds it, truly I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the 

ninety-nine which have not gone astray.  

18:14 So it is not the will of your Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones perish. 

God is so intimately concerned about His “little ones” that He goes after even one that strays (Lk. 15:4-

7). It is His will that none of them perish. If that is His attitude, it is an abomination for anyone else to try 

to make a little one stumble (Carson, 113). 

18:15 “If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; if he listens to you, you have 

won your brother.  

18:16 But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that by the mouth of 

two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed.  

18:17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the 

church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  

Throughout the Bible, the people of God are characterized by a distinctive purity. This moral 

purity is not their own achievement, but the work of God within their midst. As the Lord said to 

the children of Israel, “I am the Lord your God. Consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am 

holy” (Lev. 11:44a). Given that they have been chosen by a holy God as a people carrying His own 

name, God’s chosen people are to reflect His holiness by their way of living, worship, and beliefs. 

The holiness code is central to the understanding of the Old Testament. As God’s chosen nation, 

Israel must live by God’s Word and law, which will set the children of Israel visibly apart from 

their pagan neighbors. As the Lord said through Moses: “Be sure to keep the commands of the 

LORD your God and the stipulations and decrees he has given you. Do what is right and good in 

the LORD’s sight, so that it may go well with you and you may go in and take over the good land 

that the LORD promised on oath to your forefathers” (Deut. 6:17-18). 
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The nation is reminded that it is now known by God’s name and is to reflect His holiness. “For 

you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the 

peoples on the face of the earth” (Deut. 7:6). God promised His covenant faithfulness to His 

people, but expected them to obey His Word and follow His law. Israel’s judicial system was 

largely designed to protect the purity of the nation. 

In the New Testament, the church is likewise described as the people of God who are visible to 

the world by their purity of life and integrity of testimony. As Peter instructed the church: “But 

you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you 

may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you 

were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but 

now you have received mercy” (1 Pet. 2:9-10). 

Peter continued, “Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from 

sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live such good lives among the pagans that, though 

they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he 

visits us” (1 Pet. 2:11-12). 

As the new people of God, the church is to see itself as an alien community in the midst of 

spiritual darkness—strangers to the world who must abstain from the lusts and enticements of 

the world. The church is to be conspicuous in its purity and holiness and steadfast in its 

confession of the faith once for all delivered to the saints. Rather than capitulating to the moral 

(or immoral) environment, Christians are to be conspicuous by their good behavior. As Peter 

summarized, “Just as he who ‘called you is holy, so be holy in all you do” (1 Pet. 1:15). 

The apostle Paul clearly linked the holiness expected of believers to the completed work of Christ 

in redemption: “Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of 

your evil behavior. But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to 

present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation” (Col. 1:21-22). Clearly, 

this holiness made complete in the believer is the work of God; holiness is the evidence of His 

redemptive work. To the Corinthian congregation Paul urged, “Let us purify ourselves from 

everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God” (2 

Cor 7:1). 

The identity of the church as the people of God is to be evident in its pure confession of Christ, its 

bold testimony to the Gospel, and its moral holiness before the watching world. Nothing less will 

mark the church as the true vessel of the Gospel. (Mohler; Church Discipline, the Missing Mark) 

For this reason, church discipline should be an essential mark of the church. In Mattthew 18:15-17 Jesus 

outlines the steps for it. 

The Lord instructed His disciples that they should first confront a sinning brother in private.1 

“Show him his fault,” instructed the Lord. If the brother acknowledges the sin and repents, the 

brother has been won. The fact that the first step is a private confrontation is very important. 

This limits the injury caused by the sin and avoids a public spectacle, which would tarnish the 

witness of the church to the Gospel. 
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In the event the private confrontation does not lead to repentance, restoration, and 

reconciliation, the next step is to take witnesses. Jesus cited the Deuteronomic law which 

required multiple witnesses of a crime for conviction. Yet His purpose here seems larger than the 

mere establishment of the facts of the case. Jesus seems to intend for the witnesses to be an 

important presence in the event of the confrontation, thus adding corroborating testimony 

concerning the confrontation of a sinning brother. The brother cannot claim that he was not 

confronted with his sin in a brotherly context. 

If the brother does not listen even in the presence of one or two witnesses, this becomes a 

matter for the congregation. “Tell it to the church,” instructed Jesus, and the church is to judge 

the matter before the Lord and render a judgment that is binding upon the sinner. This step is 

extremely serious, and the congregation now bears a corporate responsibility. The church must 

render its judgment based upon the principles of God’s Word and the facts of the case. Again, the 

goal is the restoration of a sinning brother or sister—not a public spectacle. 

Sadly, this congregational confrontation may not avail. If it does not, the only recourse is 

separation from the sinning brother. “Treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.” 

instructed the Lord, indicating that the separation is to be real and public. The congregation is 

not to consider the former brother as a part of the church. This drastic and extreme act is to 

follow when a brother or sister will not submit to the discipline of the church. We should note 

that the church should still bear witness to this man, but not as brother to brother, until and 

unless repentance and restoration are evident. (Mohler; Church Discipline, the Missing Mark) 

Let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. The term “Gentile” in this case represents the person 

who is not part of the believing community. A “tax-gatherer” was an outcast from the Jews by choice, 

having become a traitor to his own people. Treating someone as a Gentile or tax-collector does not 

mean that we are to treat the person with hatred or hostility, but as if they were an unbeliever. 

“You” is singular (not plural). Each member of the church has a responsibility to ostracize and expel the 

person being disciplined from the community of believers.  

When a man in the Corinthian church refused to forsake an incestuous relationship with his 

stepmother, the apostle Paul commanded that the man be removed from their midst (1 Cor. 

5:13). The believers there were not even to share a meal with him (1 Cor. 5:11), for dining with 

someone was symbolic of a hospitable and cordial fellowship. The one who is persistently 

unrepentant is to be totally ostracized from the fellowship of the church and treated like an 

outcast, not a brother. 

As far as the welfare of the church is concerned, the purpose of putting the brother out is to 

protect the purity of the fellowship (1 Cor. 5:6), to warn the assembly of the seriousness of sin (1 

Tim. 5:20), and to give a testimony of righteousness to a watching world. But as far as the 

welfare of the brother himself is concerned, the purpose of the ostracism is not to punish but to 

awaken, and it must therefore be done in humble love and never in a spirit of self-righteous 

superiority (2 Thess. 3:15). 

The command not to have fellowship or even social contact with the unrepentant brother does 

not exclude all contact. When there is an opportunity to admonish him and try to call him back, 
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the opportunity should be taken. In fact, such opportunities should be sought. But the contact 

should be for the purpose of admonishment and restoration and no other. (© 2011 Grace to You. All 

rights reserved. PO Box 4000 Panorama City, CA 91412) 

18:18 Truly I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and 

whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven. 

18:19 “Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that they may ask, it 

shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven.  

18:20 For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there in their midst.” 

In Matthew 16 Jesus also spoke about binding and loosing. There the gospel “loosed” and “bound” 

people. That is, it freed some people to enter the kingdom and alienated others, thus shutting them off 

from entering it (Acts 4:11–12; 8:20–23). 

In Matthew 18 binding and loosing has a similar meaning but in reference to the exercise of the word of 

God within the congregation.  

The terms binding and loosing were familiar terms used by rabbis in the first century to refer to 

the power of judging matters on the basis of the Bible. The Jewish authorities would determine 

how (or whether) the Scriptures applied in a specific situation and would render judgment by 

either binding, which meant to restrict, or loosing, which meant to liberate. The church still 

bears this responsibility and wields this power. (Mohler) 

In verse 18 “you” is plural, meaning that the church as a whole is responsible to bind and lose. That is, 

the church is given authority to make a decision based on the word of God as to what is forbidden and 

what is not. Their decision either binds the unrepentant from further involvement in the church, or frees 

them from the accusations and consequences they were accused of. The passive verbs indicate that God 

is behind their decision.  

Verse 20 is one of the most misused verses in the Bible. This is not a promise that Jesus is present in 

prayer meetings or small groups when just a few Christians are gathered. Rather, it is an assurance that 

when the church acts as Jesus’ representative in judging the unrepentant in the church, Christ’s 

authority is with them in their decision. What they decide in their corporate wisdom determines what 

will be permitted and what will not. The “two or three” are the witnesses who confront the guilty 

person and Jesus wants them to know that He is with them in making such an important decision.  

No specific leaders or officers are mentioned in these verses, but the church is viewed as a whole. 

However, we need to be careful about making too much of this. The church as it is described in the NT 

has organization and leaders which is not a concern here.  

NOTE 1 

In some translations, 18:15 reads, “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault. . . “ (ESV). 

France (689. N.3) argues that “against you” was probably not original to the text. He gives a somewhat 

complicated explanation, but if the shorter reading (the reading that doesn’t have “against you” in it) is accepted 

this would make a somewhat different point than if “against you” was there. Jesus would not be talking about a 

personal grievance, but a reference to sin in general. The sinning brother is confronted because of the spiritual 

danger he is in and the damage that sin brings to the Christian community.  


