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Matthew: The King and His Kingdom  

Series: Who is the Greatest in the Kingdom? (Part 2)  

Matthew 18:1-14 (v. 8-10) January 27, 2013 Pastor Nick Shaffer 

 

Introduction and Recap 

As we return to Matthew 18 this morning, it is important for us to remember that the verses 

that we are going to look at this morning are part of a larger body of teaching, rebuke, 

correction, and training in righteousness that Jesus is doing with His disciples  These are 

words for the church first.  And despite the fact that these words are words of reproof, of 

challenge, and of warning, they are words that are rooted in the Father and the Son’s love 

for His people. These are words that Jesus speaks to His disciples and speaks to us because 

He loves them and loves us and desires good for us. 

 

You remember how this passage began last week. The disciples were arguing amongst 

themselves, contending with one another over who the most important person would be in 

the Kingdom of Heaven when Christ revealed Himself in all of His kingly splendor. So they 

asked Jesus the question: “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” It was a window 

into their own hearts, a window into the truth that still did not fully understand who Jesus 

really was, that they did not fully understand the nature of the Kingdom and that they did 

not truly love one another. They were blinded by ambition. How else can you explain the 

foolishness of asking Christ who would be the greatest in HIS Kingdom? 

 

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

“Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the 

kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven.” Jesus calls a little child and puts that child right in the middle of everything where 

all can see him and He tells them — Unless you turn, unless you repent of this attitude, of 

this heart of pride and arrogance, and humble yourself you won’t even see the kingdom of 

heaven.” Jesus was saying to the disciples — look this is how you need to see yourself 

and regard yourself— in the same way that you see this child -- weak, dependant, of little 
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significance, lacking power and position. Unless you stop with this foolish talk of your 

greatness and turn and repent and see yourself as you are — that you are not “all that”, that 

you are a sinner without standing in and of yourself, powerless to save yourself, lacking in 

true wisdom in yourself, utterly unfit for dwelling in God’s presence, desperately in need of 

forgiveness, of mercy, and completely reliant upon God’s grace for salvation you will never 

see the kingdom of heaven. God does not save the proud, the self-reliant, the self-

promoting, and the self-exalting. “For you save a humble people, but the haughty eyes you 

bring down.” (Psalm 18:27, ESV) 

 

But Jesus does not stop there. He goes on to say in essence:  Stop contending with one 

another and receive one another, saying, “Whoever receives one such child in my name 

receives me...” When Jesus talks about us receiving one another, He is 

talking about the unity of His people. And that unity depends upon personal humility. 

Christ’s point is that humility in each of us should produce unity among all of us. Without 

humility there can be no unity, no closeness, no intimacy, no real bond. It is pride, the kind of 

pride that the disciples were evidencing, that is the great barrier to true unity between 

believers — in the home, in friendships, and in the church. 

 

But Jesus is saying even more, is making it even more striking and pointed. This is how 

serious Jesus takes receiving one another. How we receive one another is how we receive 

Christ. How we treat one another is how we treat Christ. There is a unity and closeness that 

we are to pursue because in receiving one another in Christ, we receive Christ and honor 

Christ Himself. When we welcome a fellow brother or sister in Christ as an honored and true 

friend, we do the same with Christ. And welcoming one another leaves no room for 

encouraging one another into sin. That is what Jesus is emphasizing when He tells His 

disciples: 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. “Woe to the world for temptations to sin! For it is necessary that 

temptations come, but woe to the one by whom the temptation comes! 

 

Jesus is speaking here of the great sin of enticing and tripping up, of influencing and leading 

a child of God in any way that leads him to sin or makes it easier for him to sin. A person who 

is responsible for leading a child of God into sin is committing an offense not only against 

that person but also against Christ Himself. Real humility, truly receiving one another in the 
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name and for the sake of Christ is completely incompatible with leading one another into sin. 

Instead we are to receive one another, to spur one another on to holiness, to lead one 

another into a more faithful walk with Christ, as the writer of Hebrews said: “And let us 

consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, 

as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day 

drawing near.” (Hebrews 10:24—25, ESV) 

 

And in order to do that, we must make war against the sin that divides us from one another, 

the sin that is contrary to Christ’s Lordship, the sin that fractures our fellowship with Christ 

and with one another and that is where we pick things up this morning. 

 

We Must Make War With Sin (v.8-9) Look what Jesus says in verses 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.” (Matthew 18:8-9, ESV) It is 

Christ’s desire that sin have no mastery over His disciples, over your soul, beloved, and so He 

commands and warns us with a heart of love to make war against sin. And He does so using 

much of the same imagery that He uses back in Matthew 5:29-30 when He was talking about 

lust but now he expands the scope to every sin. 

 

Obviously, Christ is not advocating for self-mutilation, but is emphasizing the urgency of 

dealing drastically with sin. Jesus is using deliberately shocking imagery to show how 

repugnant and grotesque sin is in the sight of God. We cannot pamper it, flirt with it, 

manage it, or play around its edges. We must hate sin, despise sin, root it out of our lives and 

hearts.  Why does Jesus talk about tearing out the cutting off arms and legs or plucking out 

eyes? Jesus is simply saying that there is nothing too precious to eliminate from your life if it 

is going to cause your heart to be inflamed toward sin. Get rid of everything and anything 

that leads you down the path of sin. Be radical and be ruthless. Whatever causes you to sin, 

whatever seduces you toward sin; you have to cut it completely out of your life. To obey this 

command of Jesus will involve for us a selective maiming. We will have to eliminate from the 

things in our lives, good and bad, that lead us into temptation. This is not an issue of 

legalism, but of wisdom and of the practical pursuit of righteousness and defense of your 

soul. It doesn’t mean that you have to mandate the same for everyone else, but for you, for 

your sake, whatever is the source of temptation, cut it off. Pray with the Psalmist in Psalm 
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139, “Search me, 0 God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if there 

be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!” (Psa 139:23- 24) And then as 

God reveals our sin, we attack it with the word, confess it, call it what it is, and repent of it. 

Kill your sin. That is what we must do. 

 

Why does Jesus say this? Why these strong words? Not simply because He hates sin but also 

because He loves us and He knows where sin left unopposed will lead us -- to hell, to eternal 

damnation, to eternal destruction and separation from God. This is a very real warning. 

Don’t get me wrong beloved, it is true that we are justified by grace alone through faith 

alone, and that all those who are justified will be glorified. It is true, therefore, that no 

justified person will ever be lost. Nevertheless, those who give themselves over to impurity 

will be lost. Why -- because those who can give themselves to impurity and sin, those whose 

lives are characterized by sin, those who do not fight sin give evidence that they were never 

really saved. Justifying grace is a empowering and persevering grace, it produces a faith that 

perseveres by the power of God’s Spirit in the fight against sin, so those who do not 

persevere in the fight and strive by the empowering of God’s grace for holiness, according 

to the writer of Hebrews, will not see the Lord (Heb 12:14). The grace and faith by which we 

are saved is also the grace and faith by which we must fight for holiness and righteousness. 

 

This is why Paul, in his letters to the churches, writes such things as: “Now this I say and 

testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their 

minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of 

the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. They have become callous and 

have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. But that is 

not the way you learned Christ -- assuming that you have heard about him and were taught in 

him, as the truth is in Jesus, to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of 

life and is corrupt through deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, 

and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and 

holiness. Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his 

neighbor, for we are members one of another. Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go 

down on your anger, and give no opportunity to the devil. Let the thief no longer steal, but 

rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something 

to share with anyone in need. Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such 

as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear. And 

do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Let 

all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with 
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all malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ 

forgave you. Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. And walk in love, as Christ 

loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. But sexual 

immorality and all impurity or covetousness must not even be named among you, as is proper 

among saints. Let there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor crude joking, which are out of 

place, but instead let there be thanksgiving. 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.” (Ephesians 4:17 - 5:6, ESV) 

 

Or in Colossians: “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, 

where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not 

on things that are on earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 

When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. Put to death 

therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and 

covetousness, which is idolatry. On account of these the wrath of God is coming. In these you 

too once walked, when you were living in them. But now you must put them all away: anger, 

wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth. Do not lie to one another, seeing 

that you have put off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is 

being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator. Here there is not Greek and Jew, 

circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all. Put 

on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, 

meekness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against 

another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And 

above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the 

peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be 

thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in 

all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to 

God. And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, 

giving thanks to God the Father through him.” (Colossians 3:1-17, ESV)  This is how we are to 

live as the people of God.  This is how we are to live with our brothers and sisters in Christ. 

 

Do you see?  Habitual, unrepentant sin and the Lordship of Christ are irreconcilable. You 

cannot be a Christian idolater, a Christian adulterer, a Christian homosexual, a Christian thief, 

a greedy Christian, a Christian drunkard, a Christian reviler or a Christian swindler -- do you 

hear how crazy that sounds? Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 6: “Or do you not know that the 
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unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually 

immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor 

the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And 

such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the 

name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” (1 Corinthians 6:9—11, ESV) 

 

The sins that once defined you, that once fully identified you, that once mastered you —

those sins have been dealt a death blow by the gospel of Jesus Christ. That is who you once 

were, but by the power of the gospel that is not you any longer.  You were washed -- The old 

filth of your past life has been washed away. You have been made clean by the blood of 

Christ. You were sanctified -- You have been “set apart for God.” God has set you apart from 

the world and from sin and from the dominion of Satan to His good works and to 

righteousness and to purity. You were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by 

the Spirit of our God -- You were declared not guilty of sin and absolutely righteous before 

God with the righteousness of Jesus Christ. All of this because of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Those old descriptions of your past life have all fallen away. Those old labels no longer stick. 

They are not who you are anymore. Instead you are defined by words like -- Cleansed, made 

whole, forgiven, set apart, alive to God, washed, sanctified, justified, redeemed, 

regenerated, made new, rescued, delivered, righteous, accepted by God, sinner saved by 

grace, saint. Far from being an excuse not to fight for holiness, this is the fuel for the fight 

for holiness -- who we truly are in Christ. 

 

But, there is only one way that we are truly going to fight sin -- three things have to be 

present in our hearts. We need to love Jesus Christ, we need to hate sin, and we 

need to have a right understanding of grace. We have to love Christ more deeply --  greater 

than sin, greater than His gifts, greater than His blessings. We need to grow in love for Christ 

and the only way to do that is to dwell upon His love for us. He is the only Savior, the One 

who set His love upon you in eternity past and who determined to do all that was necessary 

to deliver you from the penalty that your sins deserved. It was His love despite your sin that 

caused Jesus to humble Himself and lay aside His rights as God, shroud His glory in flesh and 

make Himself of no reputation. It was His love despite your sin that made Him suffer the 

opposition and hatred of sinners against Himself. It was His love despite your sin that drove 

Christ to sweat drops of blood in Gethsemane, love despite your sin that drove Him to offer 

His back to be flayed in scourging, love despite your sin that offered His brow for the crown 

of thorns to be driven deep, love despite your sin that took the nails deep into 
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His wrists and feet, love despite your sin that endured His Father’s face to be turned from 

Him and which drove Him to suffer the wrath of the Father and the agony that you sin 

deserved in your place.  It is a love that demands response. 

 

We need to see sin for what it is -- as rebellion and wickedness, as an offense to God, as 

defilement and filth, as putrid evil in the sight of God, a thankless rebellion against God and 

an unwillingness to find our greatest satisfaction in Jesus Christ—and we must hate it. 

 

And then we must have the right perspective on grace -- that it is not a license to sin but the 

gift of God’s strength and power to resist sin and to live holy, God-honoring and God-

pleasing lives.  God’s grace to us in Christ, the unmerited blessing of redemption, the 

indwelling of the Holy Spirit, the work of God to sanctify us rather than cast us away, the 

adoption as the sons and daughters of God, His multiple mercies, should serve as a 

motivator, by His empowering grace, to be holy and blameless. 

 

So, Jesus calls His disciples to strive against sin and in so doing find themselves safe in Christ. 

It is not that we save ourselves by fighting against sin. It is that our fight against sin is 

evidence that we are truly saved. 

 

Now this is excellent instruction, but the question, of course, is how does this command 

relate to Jesus rebuke to be humble, to stop contending with one another for prominence, 

to receive one another as they would receive Christ, and to avoid leading our brothers and 

sisters into sin? This command seems almost out of place. But it isn’t and here’s why. First, 

the person who deals decisively with His own temptations, who deals decisively with sin in 

his own life -- that person will be the least likely to lead others into sin and he will be 

prepared and motivated to help others not to stumble. 

 

Not only that, but he will avoid sin himself to avoid bringing sin into the camp. Sin is never 

committed in a vacuum, is it? It always has consequences. It always hurts others and brings 

reproach upon the people of God as a whole. You remember the story of Achan -- how He 

cost Israel the favor of God and put them under discipline because he disobeyed God and 

kept some of the spoils of Jericho for himself. You can read it in Joshua chapter 7. His sin, 



8 
 

that he covered up, cost the nation the favor of God so when they went up into battle 

against Ai after they had taken Jericho, they were routed and 36 men were killed and their 

hearts were discouraged and they “melted and became as water”.   Achan’s sin had brought 

God’s discipline on the entire nation. We do not sin in a vacuum. When one part of the body 

is in unrepentant sin, sin which is not fought against and forsaken, the whole body feels the 

effects to one degree or another. 

 

Even more than that, because unconfessed and unrepentant sin affects our relationship 

with Christ, until we deal with our sin and confess it and repent of it, we will be out of 

fellowship with God and being out of fellowship with God we will be out of fellowship one 

with another. As long as there is unrepentant sin in the body of Christ, there can be no full 

experience of the unity that Christ poured out His blood to create. 

 

So the pursuit of holiness is an expression of obedience and love to God, but also an 

expression of love for your brothers and sisters in Christ -- desiring purity individually for the 

sake of the blessing and unity of the body as a whole. Pursuing holiness is an act of love and 

that is completely in keeping with God’s heart for His people. 

 

God The Father Treasures His Own (v.10) This is what is behind Christ’s demand for true 

humility — true humility that lays hold of the Kingdom of Heaven, true humility that receives 

others brothers and sisters in Christ and preserves the unity of the body, true humility that 

determines not to put a stumbling block before them and which determines to make war 

with sin -- the love of God who treasures His own. 

 

That is what Christ is communicating here in verse 10 in sort of a cryptic way when He says: 

“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.” (Matthew 18:10, ESV)  Jesus says, “Make 

sure you don’t despise the children of God -- make sure you don’t look down on one another, 

or treat one another with contempt or disdain, or with indifference as if they were 

worthless” because they are of the greatest value to God in heaven.  We would never say 

that we despise another believer but that is just what Christ calls it when we sin against one 

another or cause another believer to sin.  This is serious and Jesus tells us why. 
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While the main point of verse 10 is abundantly clear, Jesus way of making the point can be a 

little confusing. In fact, there have been various and multiple interpretations of this text, but 

I am not going to chase all of the different ideas that are out there. We can see the heart of 

what Jesus is saying, I believe, if we consider a couple of passages together. First in Psalm 

91, we read of those who make the Lord their dwelling place, “For he will command his 

angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways. On their hands they will bear you up, lest 

you strike your foot against a stone.”(Psalm 91:11-12,ESV)  Then in Hebrews 1:14 we read 

regarding angels: “Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those 

who are to inherit salvation?” (Hebrews 1:14, ESV) 

 

Putting these two texts together in light of what Jesus says here, the point I believe that 

Jesus is making is that the angels that are responsible for the care, the defense, and for 

ministry to the little ones who believe in Christ are always before the face of God, ready to 

be dispatched for our well-being. The depiction that is being created here is picturesque and 

deliberately dramatic. God is in heaven, seated upon His throne, and the idea is that the 

angels are there before Him, watching His face so that when He shows the slightest concern 

over His little ones, they can be dispatched from heaven in a moment to come to minister to 

His own children. The children of God have His full attention. It is a testimony to the depth 

with which God loves His own. 

 

The truth is, I don’t think we have any idea just how valuable God’s people are to Him, just 

how valuable we are to Christ. Words simply cannot capture the greatness of His love or 

care for us. We are precious to Him beyond measure and that is why we have this rebuke of 

the disciples, this encouragement to receive one another in Christ and not to lead each other 

into temptation, and to make war with our sin and to see that we do not despise one 

another, but love and act in love toward one another.  I want you to think about this 

beloved.  If God loves you, if Christ has shed His precious blood for you, if you are treasured 

of God, how dare I sin against you?  How dare I lead you into sin?  How foolish is that?  You 

are not my brother or sister in Christ first – you are the child of God by the blood of Christ.  

You belong to Him first and your relationship to Him is primary – not your relationship to me.  

God loves His church – not the institution, but the people – the individuals that make up the 

church.  He loves His people and so we need to take care how we relate to one another.   

 

Let illustrate this in a human sense, using my home as an example.  We have five kids, right – 

sinners all of them.  Sometimes my kids can really get into with one another and when they 
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do, it causes tension and disunity, just a wrong atmosphere in my home – bickering and 

fighting.  More than once I have said to them – “Do not sin against my son like that, do not 

sin against my daughter like that.  That is a sin against me.  Before they are your brother or 

sister, he is my son, she is my daughter whom I love and I will not have you sin against them 

like that! In sinning against them, you are setting yourself against me.”  It is not just that I 

cannot stand the tension, it is that I cannot tolerate the sin by my son or daughter against 

my son or daughter, because they are each precious to me. God’s people are precious to 

Him and we must live in that light.   

 

Beloved these words from Jesus to His disciples in this text — these are important words. 

They are words that makes us think, words that arrest our attention, words that demand our 

response. They are words that make us consider, in truth, the state of our hearts toward 

Christ and toward one another. They are words that make us think about how we are 

relating to our brothers and sisters in Christ, the sons and daughters of God. They are words 

that make us examine the practice and the pursuit of our lives. They are words that make us 

consider the depth of God’s love for His people and make us consider how much we truly 

love Him and one another in Christ.  This is how Christ loves His church, individually, 

passionately, to the laying down of His life and the spilling of His blood.  If you were there 

with the disciples that day, how would you have received this rebuke and instruction?   

Because, today, you are receiving it. 
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