
Date  : 13 Dec 2020      

Theme : Understanding Matthew’s gospel 

Topic  : The secret to Greatness in the Kingdom of Heaven 

Passage :  Matthew 18-20 

Key verse     : Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you 
    must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave –
    just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 
   give His life as a ransom for many.  Matthew 20:26-28 
 

INTRODUCTION 

In Matthew 18 we encounter a fascinating chapter of Jesus’ teaching on how being called great in 
God’s Kingdom means to maintain a posture of humility which accepts the youngest and the 
weakest in our personal relationships. It is interesting to note that the chapter uses a lot of 
family terms for believers – little ones, children, brother.  Such family terminologies remind us 
that life under Kingdom authority involves roles (rules / duties) as well as relationships (feelings, 

behaviour) to one another in a covenant relationship under our Lord Jesus. (...welcomes Me... 

verse 5).   
 

Our Lord is aware that the disciples’ question about greatness is a normal human desire. The 
Lord Jesus is not against greatness per se but rather that the disciples rethink (be converted 

verse 3, means to have a change of mind about a particular course of action) where their pursuit of 
greatness is leading them. Is this greatness leading them towards or away from the Kingdom 
of God?  
I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the Kingdom 
of heaven Matthew 18:3.  

 

It is inevitable that in our pursuit for greatness, we tend to be individualistic and insensitive, 
especially to the young and weak, for they cannot help us to reach our goal.  Hence, our Lord’s 
instructions about including them. 

 

How will His followers, in pursuing excellence and greatness in the Kingdom of God, maintain 
an attitude of humility that is people centred and gentle (to the lost, and the weak), open to the 
growth of the community (to gain the offended brother) and to seek its good through unlimited 
forgiveness (Parable of unmerciful Servant). 

 

Our Lord Jesus uses the disciples’ question to explain what it means to be called great in the 
Kingdom of heaven. 

 

1. What is true greatness? Matthew 1-4 

 ...I tell you the truth, unless you change (be converted KJV, turn from your sins, NLT) and 
 become like little children, you will never enter the Kingdom of heaven. Matthew 18:3 

 True greatness is to have a change in our minds, from being concerned for our own selfish 
 individualistic and personal greatness to be called great in God’s Kingdom.   

 

 Illustration of humility   

 A child is not sinless but possesses certain characteristics of humility (like, helplessness, 
 innate trust in his parents, a need to be reconciled to parents’ authority if he does something 
 wrong). Salvation is impossible without a change in attitude toward sin, so as to seek 
 reconciliation with God. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

a) Why did Jesus correct their question?  

 Why is the question Who is the greatest in the King of Heaven an incorrect question? 

 Sometimes we jump the gun.  How will one qualify for greatness in the Kingdom of heaven 
 unless he is first assured of entry?  

 So, the correct question should be: Who can get into the King of heaven? 

 Don’t presume you are assured of your place there. 

 Why? If you do not repent you will not even enter. 

 

 Jesus answer was simply,  

 We cannot even enter if we are not converted verse 3 

 We cannot enter if we do not humble ourselves verse 4 

 What is God’s standard of humility to be met? What is childlike humility? 

 

b) Why does Jesus link a refusal to humble ourselves with disqualification for entry into  

 God’s Kingdom? Matthew 18:1-3 

  

c) Why is Jesus calling the disciples’ salvation in question?   

 To challenge them to consider a more important matter. Simply having some kind of 
association with Jesus cannot be presumed to be meeting entry requirements. Likewise, 
just being associated with a church must not be presumed to be sufficient. 

 Salvation is about being reconciled with God first. 

 

2. Why does humbly serving others in interpersonal relationships qualify one to be 
 called great in God’s Kingdom? Matthew 18:19-35 

a) Because to receive the little ones in Jesus’ name is to welcome Jesus Matthew 18:1-14 

 we are careful not to stumble them Matthew 18:5-7 

 we cooperate with God’s will that none of these little ones be lost verse 14 

 

b) To take steps to address one’s own personal weakness so as not to be the cause of  

 offence to others is called great in God’s Kingdom verse 7-9 

 

 c) To win back the offender brother is to make a gain for God’s community Matthew 18:15-18 

 How to restore broken relationships? 

- go and speak to him privately, listening to the person’s point of view  

-   if the offence is not resolved, take 2 or 3 witnesses along to try to settle the conflict 

-   if no resolution is found, the matter should be brought to the attention of church leaders (not 

 the laws courts), they must resolve the issue one way or another. 

Church discipline is instructed by Jesus. 

 The Principle highlighted: What is bound on earth (our relationships) is bound in the spiritual 
 realm. Reconciliation brings 2 promises - answered prayer 

         -  presence of God 

 

d) To forgive repeatedly those who offend us so as to have God’s forgiveness is called great.  

 The Parable of unmerciful Servant Matthew 18:21-35 shows that the debt we owe God is 
incomparably great compared to the debt owed to us by our brothers. 

 Peter’s question Lord, how often shall I forgive my brother...?  

The Lord’s answer (70 x 7 times) addresses a more important issue on forgiveness:  

How much debt should I forgive?  His answer? Unlimited forgiveness for my brother.  

 The Principle: If you want God’s forgiveness you must forgive your brother. 
 (In other words, we get no forgiveness from God if we do not forgive). 

 

 

 



 

3. Application 

 How is our humility be tested in the way we handle offences? 

 Acknowledge the reality of offence. Offences will surely arise verse 7 

No one can escape the bait of Satan without being prepared for it. 

 What is an offence? What are the different situations of the Offence Test? 

     The Offence Test will be faced by everyone verse 7 

-  the world has dangers and snares; human relationships have misunderstandings 

-  the offender will be judged but the offended is not to fall away from following Jesus 
 

 Case 1:  

Offences committed by ourselves Matthew 18:7-9 are self-inflicted, personal weaknesses  

- these internal factors (not from the devil or others) may be laziness, complacency, 
 hardening of heart, procrastination 

- solution: It is within one’s own choice and control, like cutting off the sinning hand or the 
 lustful eye (is it too severe? The Lord says it is better than ending in hell altogether verse 9) 
  

 Case 2:  

 Offences committed by us to others Matthew 18:10-14 ...despising little ones... 

a) Don’t offend children  

-   restore those who go astray because the Father’s will is that none be lost verse 14 

- little ones can be new or weak believers, the vulnerable 

- respect children who believe, strengthen their child like faith (mocking their faith is forbidden) 

 - your offence will be noted by their guardian angel who report to the Father  
  (angels are assigned to bring children to faith) verse 11 

-  it is for their sakes Jesus came to save verse 12-14 

 Remember Jesus’ special concern for the straying ones (difficult ones) 

 Jesus has more joy over this one returning than the 99, therefore do not give them up. 

- Jesus is addressing these strays who already have God as Father verse 14 

 (contrast with Jesus’ address of God as My Father in heaven verse 19)  

b) Correcting offences is a obligation of all who belongs to the Kingdom of heaven 

c) Avoid offending people outside the Kingdom 

- Do not crack jokes to poke fun about atheists, gender, race or religion, world leaders. 

- Do not speak disparagingly about those who offend us. 
 

 Case 3:  

Offences committed by others to us Matthew 18:15-20 

-  Scandalous sins - your brother sins against you. 

 What is the duty of a Christian who has been offended by a brother? 

 Go and tell him privately (don’t let the wound fester) 

 If unresolved, call in one or two witnesses (to arbitrate) 

 If still unresolved, tell it to the church leadership (not law courts) verse 17 

 

 Case 4: 

 Personal wrongs 21-35 Forgive because you have been forgiven (If not you will not be either) 
 

Principles to follow: 

 Church discipline is only for church members 

  What is done against brothers in Christ is considered done against God. The ruling 
imposed by the church is considered binding in the heavenly realm 

  The unrepentant may be cast out of communion 

 When we follow His Kingdom rules, Jesus makes 2 great promises: 

 The power of binding and loosing 

 The power of agreement - Answered prayer/God’s presence 

 



 

 


