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Who is Greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven? 

Matthew 18  
 

 
I had so much fun at a little reunion I went to a few years ago.  It was High 

School girlfriends who had been pretty close in our high school years, but 
hadn’t been all together since then.  We just sat and talked and shared our 

stories for about a 24-hour period, then each went our way back to our 
homes and lives.   

 
I had forgotten how much I enjoyed their friendship…and I had also 

forgotten what the pecking order was.    You know – someone is always 
the leader, and someone is always the follower, and someone is always the 

one who makes everyone laugh, and someone is always the one who gets 

everyone else in trouble.  I won’t tell you which one I was…but I will tell you 
that I was amazed how quickly we all fell into the old pecking order once we 

were back together.  I had forgotten what the pecking order was…but as 
soon as we gathered together, we just automatically took our places.  The 

leader was still the leader.  The comic relief still came from the same source.  
It was like none of us had changed at all over 40 years…we still related to 

each other the way we used to.  I suppose if we had more than 24 hours 
together we might have found that we had changed so much the pecking 

order would have to change, too, but at least for that short reunion, we were 
all high school girls again, getting in our place in line. 

 
So, as Matthew 18 begins,  I’m thinking the disciples were just 

wondering….what’s the pecking order going to be when we all get to 
heaven? 
 

Matthew 18:1 
“ 1 At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who then is greatest in 

the kingdom of heaven?”” 
 

Why do you suppose the disciples asked this question?  I think they were 
wondering:  will Peter, James and John still be the leaders?  Will the rest of 

us still be followers?  How is heaven going to be different than right here and 
now?  Will some of us be more important than the others? 
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Matthew 18:2 
“2 Then Jesus called a little child to Him, set him in the midst of them,” 
 

So Jesus draws a little child into the middle of the group and teaches His 
disciples with an object lesson. 

 
What is an object lesson? 

 
An object lesson is a way to teach a truth by looking at an object. 

 
Let’s talk about a simple object lesson I’ve used before in order to get our 

minds around what Jesus is trying to do here.  The purpose of this object 
lesson is to better understand “faith”. 

 
Picture me standing in front of the class and pulling up a chair so that we 

could all see it in the middle of the platform.  And imagine that I go on for 

quite a few minutes about the value of this particular chair.  It’s well-built, 
quite attractive in style, and very sturdy.  I state that I totally trust this 

chair to hold up anyone who would want to sit in it. 
 

Now…would you say I have “faith” in this chair?  The answer to that would 
be “no”.  I might be fond of this chair, or even jealous of the person that 

owns this chair.  I might believe a lot of good things about this chair.  But I 
don’t have “faith” in this chair until I sit in it.  I can talk all I want about how 

much I believe this chair will hold me up…but until I sit down in that chair, I 
haven’t really exercized faith. 

 
Because faith is more than feelings or beliefs.  It’s action based on what is 

true.  And it’s personal.  I have to personally sit in the chair before I am 
actually having personal faith in the chair. 

 

So – that’s an object lesson.  Was I trying to teach you to have faith in a 
chair?  No – I was trying to teach you what “faith” means.  Do I want you to 

leave here and look for a chair to sit in?  No.  I want you to ask yourself if 
your “faith” is just knowledge, or if it is personal. 

 
Jesus is using this little child as an object lesson. He’s not teaching the 

disciples how to treat children.  Yes - It is definitely very important that we 
treat children gently and lovingly, but that is not His point here.  OK – so 
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what truth is He trying to teach by having us look at an object lesson - a 

little child?      
  

Matthew 18:3&4 
3 and said, “Assuredly, I say to you, unless you are converted and become 

as little children, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven. 4 
Therefore whoever humbles himself as this little child is the greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven.” 
 

Let’s make a list of things that are true of little children: 
 

 They believe everything an adult tells them 
 They take things literally – allegories are beyond them 

 They trust 
 They are not skeptical 

 They laugh easily 

 They realize they are small – they simply accept the fact that there are 
many others stronger and smarter and faster than they are. 

 They are constantly learning, growing, changing 
 They have a strong desire to change 

 
Which of the above things are also true of a person who has just come to 

faith in Jesus Christ?   
 

All the above. 
 

So…what’s the point?  Jesus is using a little child as an object lesson.  The 
little child helps us understand what a new believer in Jesus is like.  And how 

much that new believer in Jesus needs our gentle protection. 
 

Jesus especially mentions that a little child is “humble”.  And a new believer 

in Jesus is also “humble”.  A new believer in Jesus knows that they are not 
the smartest, or most wise, or most able person in the group of Christians 

who are now his friends.  They know that they have so much to learn.  They 
realize how many mistakes they are making, and are wanting, wanting, 

wanting to grow! 
 

So maybe Jesus is teaching two things here: 
1. Take care of these new believers in Jesus – they need to be gently 

protected just like little children. 
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And…. 

 

2. Even as a mature believer in Jesus you need to take an honest look at 

yourself every once in awhile and ask yourself how much you are still 
like a little child.  Has your initial humility morphed into pride?  Has 

your beginning hunger to learn changed to a form of disinterest or 
boredom?  Do you realize how much you still need to grow and 

learn…or have you arrived? 
 

Jesus addresses this very situation as He talks to one of the 7 

churches of Revelation.  In Revelation 3:17 He is addressing the 
church located in Laodicea.  He says: “Because you say, ‘I am rich, 

have become wealthy, and have need of nothing – and do not know 
that you are wretched, miserable, poor, blind and naked …”   

 
This church had become proud.  They were no longer humble like little 

children.  They were sure they had arrived.  But, like the King Who 
Had No Clothes, they were actually the total opposite of what they 

imagined themselves to be. 
 

You remember that story don’t you?  The King who was sold a lie by a 
street vendor?  The vendor sold him a whole ensemble of clothes 

which actually didn’t exist.  But the salesman was so good at his trade 
that the King believed his flattery and believed that he had on the 

most attractive suit of clothes in the world, when actually he had on 

nothing!  He was naked.  And he paraded through the streets in the 
buff, expecting his people to “ooh” and “ahh” at how perfectly 

gorgeous he was in his new duds.   
 

Until one small boy, unaware of the political correctness of pretending 
the King was magnificent, said out loud: “But mommy, the King has no 

clothes on!”.  The King apparently heard him say this, and his eyes 
were opened.  He saw himself for what he really was, and, humiliated, 

ran from the scene. 
 

Jesus, however, does not leave this church in Laodicea (or us mature, 
slightly proud believers) with humiliation as our only future.  He tells 

us how to solve the problem: 
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“…Whoever humbles himself as this little child is the greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven.”   
 

If this is you – proud and mature – go back to the first days of your 
belief in Jesus.  Be curious again.  Look at other believers and wonder 

what they know that you need to know.  Refuse to be satisfied with 
where you are….desire to grow.  Pray for a humble heart. 

 
Matthew 18:5&6 
“5 Whoever receives one little child like this in My name receives Me. 
 6 “Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to sin, it would 

be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck, and he were 
drowned in the depth of the sea.  7 Woe to the world because of offenses! 

For offenses must come, but woe to that man by whom the offense comes! ” 
 

So…from now on, in this chapter, when you see “little child”, remember that 

it means “person who has just believed in Jesus”.  To cement that in your 
mind, fill in the blank: 

 
 

:5  “Whoever receives one        like this, 
receives Me.” 

 
:6  “Whoever causes one of these        

to sin, it would be better for him if a millstone were hung around 
his neck, and he were drowned in the depth of the sea.” 

 
  

Jesus is saying if someone is going to be cruel to a new believer in Jesus, or 
try to draw that believer away from Jesus by causing him/her to sin, it would 

be better for that someone to drown than to face God’s wrath for what he 

has done!   And if Jesus is saying that, what does that tell you about how 
important every believer is to Jesus? 

 
Can you think of times you have been cruel to a new (or old) believer in 

Jesus?  I can.  And shame on me.  That sweet believer means the world to 
Jesus.   

 
Maybe I can make it right.  Maybe I can turn it around and do sweet and 

gentle and wonderful things for that person.  If so…what am I waiting for?  
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Think of how much the Lord will love that.   Why?  Because He is just crazy 

about His children.   
 

Matthew 18:8&9 
8 “If your hand or foot causes you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you. It is 

better for you to enter into life lame or maimed, rather than having two 
hands or two feet, to be cast into the everlasting fire. 9 And if your eye 

causes you to sin, pluck it out and cast it from you. It is better for you to 
enter into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes, to be cast into hell 

fire.  
 

Therefore…. how serious should we be about our own weaknesses and sins – 
those things which might cause another believer to give in to sin? 

 

Not because we are “legalistic” and living by a set of rules which will make 
God happy with us…. But because we know how very much He loves the 

believers He has died for….we take a good look at our lives and make 
changes in our behavior….so that we won’t offend or lead astray or in any 

way hurt the little ones. 
 

Matthew 18:10&11 
10 “Take heed that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I say to 

you that in heaven their angels always see the face of My Father who is in 
heaven. 11 For the Son of Man has come to save that which was lost.” 

 
Fill in the blank again: 

 
:10  “Take heed that you do not despise one     

    , for I say to you that in heaven their 

angels always see the face of My Father Who is in Heaven.”   
 

Why are believers in Jesus so important to the Father?  Why are they so 
important to the Son?  Because He has spent all of time, since before the 

creation of the world, focused on them.  Communicating to them.  Showing 
them what He is like.  Helping them understand how He can be reached.  

Being born for them.  Living sinlessly for them.  Enduring the taunts and 
cruelties of men for them.  Dying for them.  Raising from the dead for them!  

Returning to heaven for them!   
And some day….returning for them!!!!   “For the Son of Man has come to 

save that which was lost.” 
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Matthew 18:12-14 
12 “What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of them goes 

astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine and go to the mountains to seek 
the one that is straying? 13 And if he should find it, assuredly, I say to you, 

he rejoices more over that sheep than over the ninety-nine that did not go 
astray. 14 Even so it is not the will of your Father who is in heaven that one 

of these little ones should perish.” 
 

These verses are one more illustration from Jesus – showing how much He 
cares about every single believer.  Ask yourself some questions about these 

few verses….to be sure you fully understand His love for His children: 
 

 When the shepherd leaves the 99 behind to search for the 1 who 
is lost, is He saying He doesn’t care about the 99?  

 

No.  Definitely, no.  God is able to do lots of things we aren’t.  He can care 
completely and utterly for just one person, and never lose His focus on 

loving a whole world of others.  
 

 Is this an illustration of a believer losing their salvation, and 
Jesus going to bring him back to faith again? 

 
Again, definitely, no.  There are too many other places in scripture which 

teach the wonderful truth that no one can “lose” their salvation. 
 

 Could this be an illustration of a person who never was a 
believer finally coming to faith in Jesus? 

 
Yes, it could.  But I don’t think it is, because the overall teaching of this 

passage is about believers….precious, child-like believers…not about non-

believers.  Non-believers are of course important to Jesus, too…I just don’t 
think He is talking about them here.   

 
 Or could this be an illustration of a true believer who wanders 

away into sin…not losing his salvation…but far away from the life 
God intended Him to lead…and Jesus goes and finds him/her and 

brings him/her back to a humble, loving Christian life again? 
 

This is the emphasis of this story of the 1 and the 99, I think.   
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 Fill in the blank.  :14  “Even so, it is not the will of your Father 

who is in heaven that one         
should perish.”  

 

Matthew 18:15-17   
15 “Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault 
between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your 

brother.16 But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that ‘by the 
mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.’17 And if he 

refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear the 
church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector” 

 
Jesus is continuing with His teaching on the importance of each believer.  

Because each believer is so important, we all need to know what to do about 
sin which wrecks relationships between two believers, or between a believer 

and his church.   All believers are still sinners – so this is bound to happen.   
 

It is important to have wisdom as we apply this truth from Jesus.  He is 

obviously talking about the problem we may face when someone who loves 
Jesus is living openly in sin, and unrepentant, and everyone knows about it. 

 
We can’t use these verses to give us the right to point our finger at every 

fault or secret sin in everyone else’s lives.  Private things the Lord usually 
addresses in private ways.  

 
These verses are specifically addressing an open sin being committed very 

publicly by someone who does for sure know the Lord, and is flaunting their 
sinfulness in front of the church and the world.  They are not admitting they 

are doing anything wrong, when it’s absolutely obvious they are. 
 

So…having said all that…what are the steps Jesus says to take when such a 
situation exists? 

 

1. :15  First, speak to your brother in Christ alone, just 
the two of you.  Tell him what he has done which 

looks to you like open, unrepentant sin. 
 

2. :16  If your brother in Christ is unrepentant after this 
private talk, and has no desire to make right the 
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thing which is openly wrong, then take 2 or 3 others 

with you to lovingly present the same offer. 
 

3. :17  If your brother still has no desire to change that 
which is obviously, openly wrong, then bring up the 

problem with your body of believers. 
 

4. :17  And then, last resort, when there is still no 
change of heart, the whole body of believers 

separates themselves from fellowship with the 
unrepentant child of God.   

 
There is another New Testament passage which also addresses this very 

painful and sad situation:  I Corinthians 5.  In this situation, a believer in 
Corinth was part of the church and living in open, unrepentant sexual 

immorality.  Everyone knew about it, and no one knew what to do.  They 

were all treating this person like everything was OK – when it definitely 
wasn’t.  What does Paul tell them to do? 

 
He tells them to do the very same things Jesus outlined in Matthew 18.   

 
Are we being “judgmental” if we practice this?  We could….it could so easily 

become a “I’m better than this sinner” mentality.  But that is not the point. 
 

So, what is the point?  What do we want to happen if we follow Jesus’ 
instructions here?  Our whole focus and goal in this painful and gut-

wrenching “exercize” is to see the Holy Spirit work in the life of this precious, 
wonderful believer in Jesus – to bring him or her back to a sweet walk with 

Jesus.  If our goal is anything else…we aren’t doing what Jesus says to do 
here. 

 

Matthew 18:18-20   
18 “Assuredly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in 

heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.19 “Again I 
say to you that if two of you agree on earth concerning anything that they 

ask, it will be done for them by My Father in heaven. 20 For where two or 
three are gathered together in My name, I am there in the midst of them.” 

 
These verses go along with the previous ones about how to deal with sin 

problems.  What are these verses promising?  That the Lord Jesus Himself 
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and the Holy Spirit, and God the Father are backing you in your desire to 

help another believer get back on track. 
 

Matthew 18:21&22   
21 Then Peter came to Him and said, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin 

against me, and I forgive him? Up to seven times?” 22 Jesus said to him, “I 
do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven. 

 
Now Peter asks a very pertinent question.  Jesus is stressing the importance 

of every believer, and is openly discussing what to do about sin which might 
wreck our relationship with other believers…so Peter naturally wants to 

know…”How much sin is too much sin?  Is there a point when I don’t have to 
forgive anymore?”  What is Jesus’ answer? 

 
It shouldn’t surprise us – His answer is - there is no upper limit to the 

number of times we forgive and come alongside to help make things right 

again with a brother or sister in Christ.  Why shouldn’t that surprise us?  
Because we are to love like Jesus loves.  And He never gives up on us.  Once 

we belong to Him, there is no upper limit to the number of times He forgives 
us and comes alongside to help us walk right again. 

 
Matthew 18:23-35   
23 Therefore the kingdom of heaven is like a certain king who wanted to 
settle accounts with his servants. 24 And when he had begun to settle 

accounts, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand 
talents. 25 But as he was not able to pay, his master commanded that he be 

sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and that payment be 
made. 26 The servant therefore fell down before him, saying, ‘Master, have 

patience with me, and I will pay you all.’ 27 Then the master of that servant 
was moved with compassion, released him, and forgave him the debt. 
28 “But that servant went out and found one of his fellow servants who owed 

him a hundred denarii; and he laid hands on him and took him by the throat, 
saying, ‘Pay me what you owe!’ 29 So his fellow servant fell down at his 

feet and begged him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you 
all.’ 30 And he would not, but went and threw him into prison till he should 

pay the debt. 31 So when his fellow servants saw what had been done, they 
were very grieved, and came and told their master all that had been 

done.32 Then his master, after he had called him, said to him, ‘You wicked 
servant! I forgave you all that debt because you begged me. 33 Should you 

not also have had compassion on your fellow servant, just as I had pity on 
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you?’34 And his master was angry, and delivered him to the torturers until he 

should pay all that was due to him. 
35 “So My heavenly Father also will do to you if each of you, from his heart, 

does not forgive his brother his trespasses.” 
 

Jesus completes His answer with a story so they will understand what He 
has said.  Why was the first servant wrong in not forgiving the debt of the 

2nd servant?  Because the first servant was himself forgiven.  He had no 
place to be unforgiving, for he would not have even been free to live life at 

all if he himself hadn’t been forgiven.  What does that teach us about 
forgiving others in our lives? 

 
APPLICATION QUESTIONS: 

 
1. Do you treat other believers in Jesus as if they are just as precious and 

fragile as a little child?  Should you?   

 
2. If you can think of someone you have not treated right, what can you 

do? 
 

3. Do you know a believer who is openly living in sin, and making it 
obvious he/she has no intention to change at all?  If so…do you have a 

place in this person’s life which would allow you to address this sin 
with them and then come alongside to help? 

 

4. Has another believer sinned openly, un-repentantly against you?  Do 
you have a broken relationship with another believer?  What can you 

do? 
 

5. How much sin is too much sin?  Is there someone you have stopped 
forgiving?  What can you do? 

 
 

 
So…who is greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven? 
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