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Making Discipleship Great Again, Part 2 
Matthew 18:5-14 

22 March 2020 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Question:  Why is humility important in the kingdom of heaven? 

Big Idea:  We need humility to care for others. 

Introduction 

In the Mid West area of Western Australia, about 500 kilometres from Perth, there’s an 

18,500 acre wheat farm. 

In 1969, the government brought in quotas which limited the amount of wheat farmers were 

allowed to sell. 

The eccentric owner of this farm, one Leonard Casley, didn’t like this very much as these 

restrictions stopped him selling most of his crop. 

So he decided that since he didn’t love it, he was going to leave. 

 

He didn’t leave by getting on a plane and going overseas though. 

On 21 April 1970, he declared that he’d seceded from Australia. 

He decreed that his farm was no longer part of Australia and was now the Principality of Hutt 

River. 

It’s hard to know if Prince Leonard was a rascal, a very clever comedian or a bit of both. 

 

Prince Leonard ruled his domain along with his wife HRH Princess Shirley for nearly fifty 

years. 

They had their own post office and issued entry and exit visas to tourists. 

You could swap your money for their own currency at reception, but apparently they wouldn’t 

accept it in the souvenir shop.  You had to pay in Aussie dollars there. 

The PHR Diplomatic security force, called “I-3”, was established to protect their citizens.  

In 1977, they even declared war on Australia, which lasted for a few years. 

 

People probably have different responses to what he did. 

Some of us may be cheering his spirited opposition to the governmetn while others might 

consider him to be in crank. 

For the most part, the Australian government simply chose to ignore him and never officially 

recognised the Principality. 

Until 2017, when the ATO took him to the Supreme Court over a $2.7 million tax bill. 
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Strangely enough, they rejected most of Prince Leonard’s arguments as ‘gobbledygook’. 

 

Prince Leonard is far from alone though. 

According to Wikipedia, there are at least twelve of these micro-nations in Australia. 

Which really shouldn’t be surprising as they’re only really doing what each and every one of 

us would like to do. 

We want to be kings and queens of our own domains, makers of our own rules, answerable 

to no one. 

 

It’s human nature, apart from Christ, that I’m convinced that I know how to rule the world 

best. 

That causes a clash between ourselves and God, just like it did between Prince Leonard and 

the ATO. 

God uses the word ‘sin’ to describe our rejection of God and his rule and substituting it with 

our own way. 

Human beings aren’t just law breakers, we’re law makers. 

Sin is us seceding from God and it fractures our relationship with him. 

 

But sin also causes us to clash with each other. 

I want you to play by my rules and not yours, because I know how to do things right and you 

don’t. 

And you don’t want to play by my rules, you want me to play by your pathetic excuse for 

rules. 

What could possibly go wrong? 

Actually, maybe we should be asking how anything could possibly go right? 

It’s the perfect setup for conflict and disaster isn’t it? 

Outline 

Last week, we began this fourth block of speech in Matthew’s gospel that takes up all of 

chapter 18. 

The first four verses deal with being humble before God. 

The only way that we can enter the kingdom of heaven is by being humble before God. 

Greatness in Jesus’ kingdom is found in coming to him as dependent children. 

Recognising that we don’t rule well and coming under the sovereign reign of King Jesus. 
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You might be wondering why we’re not having a sermon on the Coronavirus this morning. 

Considering how rapidly and significantly life has changed for all of us, I did think that would 

be helpful to do. 

But I thought it might be good to keep things as normal as we possibly can when so much 

else is changing so quickly around us. 

However, I think in God’s kindness, this passage has something really helpful to say to us in 

our current circumstances. 

 

We don’t just need humility to enter Jesus’ kingdom, we also need humility in it. 

Having a relationship with God will change the way we do relationships with each other. 

Being a child of the king shapes the way we relate to other nobodies in the kingdom. 

We don’t just need humility towards God, we also need humility towards one another. 

Once we have the humility to come under the kingship of Jesus, we will have the kind of 

humility that will help us to care for others rather than just ourselves. 

 

The big idea is we need humility to care for others. 

 I need the humility to care for others by watching myself (vv5-9) 

 I need the humility to care for others by watching out for them (vv10-14) 

I need the humility to care for others by watching 

myself (vv5-9) 

I need the humility to care for others by watching myself. 

 

I don’t know if you’ve ever thought about it, but Jesus gives his children a great deal of 

responsibility. 

He calls us to be his hands, feet and mouth as his representatives in the world. 

One of the ways that we do that is by welcoming other nobodies into his kingdom. 

Verse five: 

Matthew 18:5 (NIV11)  5 And whoever welcomes one such child in my name 

welcomes me. 

 

We saw last week that in the ancient world, children had no status. 

Our natural desire is to be on the lookout for people who are rich, powerful, smart and 

beautiful to be friends with. 

Jesus welcomes in the humble who aren’t full of their own self-importance. 
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People who are broken (aren’t we all to some degree or another), people who have issues 

(just let me count the ways!) and people who need amazing amounts of grace (don’t we all). 

People who lack wealth, health, giftedness or spiritual maturity. 

That’s great news for most of us who are average or below! 

That’s not always easy though, is it? 

 

Welcoming others in is a great responsibility, but also a great privilege. 

Jesus doesn’t call us to welcome these little ones because they’re wise or impressive or 

mighty. 

He wants them to be welcomed because of him. 

Even when they’re ugly, rude, crude and honestly, they smell. 

Especially when they have a chequered past, different coloured skin or they seem like 

they’re beneath us. 

 

There’s not a quota you have to reach, welcoming just one such humble child is like 

welcoming Jesus himself. 

I don’t think Jesus is meaning to exclude anyone who’s over eighteen here. 

The point is that his kingdom is open to people who see themselves as nobodies, in fact, 

that’s essential to coming into his kingdom. 

The disciples wanted to know who’s the greatest – it’s anyone who becomes a little one and 

accepts a little one. 

 

You might not notice it the first time you read this passage (particularly if your Bible puts 

verses five and six in different paragraphs), but if you have a look though, you’ll see that 

these two verses parallel each other – they’re two sides of the same coin. 

How someone in Jesus’ kingdom treats others in the kingdom really matters. 

Not just how you welcome them, but also if you cause them to stumble. 

Verse five is about welcoming someone in and verse six is about causing someone to 

stumble so that they fall out. 

Matthew 18:5 (NIV11)  5 And whoever welcomes one such child in my name 

welcomes me. 

Matthew 18:6 (NIV11)  6 “If anyone causes one of these little ones—those who 

believe in me—to stumble, it would be better for them to have a large millstone hung 

around their neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea. 

 

Australian culture is ridiculously individualistic and even though I know that, it doesn’t mean 

that I’m any less individualistic than anyone else. 
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We like to think that we won’t do something if it harms other people, but when it comes down 

to it, that’s often not how we actually behave. 

Our justification can be the phrase, “That’s their problem.” 

I’ll do this and if they don’t like it, that’s their problem. 

Not so much, according to Jesus. 

 

In verse six, Jesus talks about causing a “little one” to stumble. 

Jesus changes from using the term ‘child’ (like in verses 1-4) and starts using the term ‘little 

one'. 

He does at other times in his ministry, although they both mean the same thing.1 

Stumbling is one of the key things through these verses - the word comes up in verses 6, 7, 

8 and 9. 

Causing someone to stumble means that you’re one of the factors that encouraged them to 

sin. 

He says that if you cause a little one to stumble, then it very much IS your problem. 

 

And it certainly is a BIG problem. 

Did you notice how seriously Jesus takes this? 

If you cause a someone who believes in Jesus to stumble, then the judgement awaits you. 

Jesus often says things that I wouldn’t be bold enough to say in a sermon and a good 

example is the really graphic execution he describes here. 

 

Jesus describes a person having a giant millstone put around their neck. 

These things were massive – they could weigh several tonnes – and a donkey was used to 

turn it and grind the grain into flour. 

If a few shady figures took you out in a boat onto a lake with one of these stones around 

your neck, you’re going down and staying down. 

The Romans often did this to Greeks because, according to their beliefs, an improper burial 

meant not afterlife. 

 

Certainly not a fun way to go. 

Yet Jesus says that if you cause another Christian to stumble, that would be the better 

option. 

That’s some heavy judgment. 
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Jesus acknowledges that there will always be things that tempt Christians to stumble. 

It’s a reality.  That’s what he’s saying about the world in verse seven. 

Sin and evil are in the world at the moment, so Christians will stumble. 

That doesn’t mean that people aren’t responsible for their actions though. 

If you cause a little one to stumble, you’re guilty. 

Whether you believe in God or not, you’re going to carry the can. 

 

However, this section’s mainly aimed at Christians. 

You don’t want to be responsible for harming others. 

Otherwise it’d be better to be thrown into the sea. 

We need the humility to realise that our sin is a dangerous enemy to yourself and others. 

 

How do you stop yourself from causing others to stumble? 

I think that Jesus’ answer is a little bit surprising:  personal holiness. 

Holiness matters because our holiness affects others. 

I think we’re meant to get a jolt when we read verses eight and nine. 

Matthew 18:8–9 (NIV11)  8 If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off 

and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two 

hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. 9 And if your eye causes you to 

stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye 

than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of hell. 

 

Jesus says that you need to deal with your sin savagely. 

You’ve got to aggressively cut the sin out of your own life. 

Get rid of it because it’s much better to enter life than hell. 

It sounds like self-harm, but actually it’s self-care as well as being caring towards others. 

 

This is quite a radical action. 

Jesus says that if your hands try to flog stuff from other people, then cut them off. 

If your feet take you to places you shouldn’t go, get rid of them. 

Do your eyes keep looking at your friends’ toys or gadgets which you really, really want? 

Then cut them out. 

It’s much better to have a pure soul than any of your body parts. 
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Jesus said something fairly similar in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:29-30). 

There, he was talking about lust. 

Here he applies the same principle more generally. 

Though I think he may have particularly had pride in mind. 

 

The thing is, not many Christians walk around without hands, feet and eyes. 

Although Van Gough did famously chop off his ear but I don’t think that had anything to do 

with this passage in the Bible. 

Why not? 

Do Christians just not know this passage exists (are they ignorant?), do we just pretend that 

it’s not there (are we in denial?) or do we simply refuse to take Jesus seriously (are we 

disobedient?). 

 

A pretty typical view is, as one person put it, Jesus “obviously intended to be figurative”. 

“He didn’t really intend anyone to go around cutting off limbs.” 

That much is true – the point here isn’t to go around chopping off body parts. 

“He was just speaking in extremes to make his point.” 

I’m not so sure, in fact, I think that might actually minimise the point he’s making. 

I think that on the whole, we don’t take sin as seriously as we should and so we want to 

explain it away. 

 

We’ve already seen in verse six just how seriously Jesus take sin, especially our sin which 

encourages others to sin. 

Jesus is making the same point:  he wants us to realise just how toxic our sin is. 

None of us wants to give up an eye voluntarily. 

A kidney perhaps, because you’ve got a spare and an appendix definitely, but not a hand. 

Jesus wants us to feel the weight of realising that IF your foot or nose, or eye, or hand 

caused you to sin, you’d be better off without it. 

 

But that’s a big “IF”, isn’t it? 

When we sin, we don’t go around saying, “It was my hand!  My hand made me do it! 

“Blame it on my foot!  My eye, my eye, it was my eye’s fault!” 

That’d just be ridiculous because our body parts aren’t what cause us to sin. 
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We need the humility to recognise that our sin is fed by our thoughts, emotions and desires. 

Jesus says that our outward actions are based on what’s going on inside us. 

James says that it’s our desires that cause us to sin. 

 

When you become a Christian, your sin is dealt with. 

Jesus died on the cross to pay the penalty for your sin. 

But it’s not done with until the day we die. 

Protect yourself, protect others by having the humility to fight against your sin. 

 

We need to be transformed. 

We’ve got to fight, with the help and power of God’s Holy Spirit to slay sin and bring every 

thought captive to Christ. 

The roots of sin go so deeply down into the depths of our hearts that we’ll be spending the 

rest of our lives digging them out. 

But dig them out we must. 

 

Friends, be on your guard because we’re in a spiritually dangerous moment in history. 

I’m not trying to be alarmist, but I do want you to be aware and sober-minded. 

For most people, the most spiritually dangerous times in their lives are the moments of 

change. 

Moving schools, graduating from school, getting your first job, getting married, having a 

baby, moving houses, becoming empty nesters, divorcing, retiring. 

When our “normal” changes, that’s when we’re most spiritually vulnerable. 

 

We’re in a moment when most people’s routines are being radically changed with very little 

warning. 

What are you going to do to cut out your sin so that it won’t fester? 

What new routines should you put in place to take care of your mental, physical and spiritual 

health? 

What do you need to be doing to stop yourself being a danger to yourself and others? 

 

I need the humility to care for others by watching myself. 
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I need the humility to care for others by watching 

out for them (vv10-14) 

Secondly, I need the humility to care for others by watching out for them. 

 

Jesus knows exactly where our weak spots are and he exposes them by ripping off the 

Band-Aid. 

He brings our dark sin out into the light. 

In verse ten, he says that we need to be careful of despising other Christians. 

Jesus uses the term ‘despise’, that’s really quite strong. 

Matthew 18:10 (NIV11)  10 “See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I 

tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven. 

 

It’s easy to despise others, but it’s really a matter of pride. 

We despise others when we think that they’re beneath us and that we’re better than them. 

That’s not the basis for healthy relationships. 

Pride breaks fellowship. 

 

There’s a lot that’s not clear in the second half of verse ten and no one can say for sure 

exactly what Jesus meant. 

The Bible only gives us snippets of information about angels. 

There are nations that have angels in Daniel,2 churches that have angels in Revelation3 and 

it appears that Jews in the first century also thought individuals have angels.4 

According to Hebrews 1:14, there seem to be angelic beings whose job it is to help those 

who are saved. 

 

Two things are clear though. 

Firstly, if there are guardian angels, they’re probably in heaven not running around stopping 

buses for you. 

And secondly, they have access to the face of God. 

That means that even little ones in the kingdom have access to God. 

We all have these same benefits an so little ones shouldn’t be despised. 

 

We like to compare ourselves to others, but when we see people from God’s perspective we 

are all sinners saved by grace. 
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That takes humility to recognise in our own hearts. 

We can’t think that we’re better than others. 

This verse is exactly what the world is looking for. 

It’s the antidote to sexism, racism, ageism and a whole bunch of other –isms. 

 

Pride stops you from watching out for your little brothers and sisters. 

Pride stops you from caring. 

We can’t despise a single little one because God cares about them. 

Even when they wander off. 

 

It’s easy to miss the question that Jesus asks in verse twelve. 

“What do you think?” 

I think that was a very deliberate by Jesus because he wanted his disciples stop and reflect 

on what he was saying. 

We need to stop and think too. 

 

Jesus uses the example of a man who’s got one hundred sheep. 

This must’ve been quite a rich person because it was fairly unusual to have that many 

sheep. 

Ancient shepherds knew their sheep individually and so he notices when one of them has 

wandered away.  

What does he do? 

 

It seems like there’s no question in Jesus’ mind, the answer is a no-brainer. 

He doesn’t despise the sheep and start grumbling about how much extra work this is going 

to be. 

He leaves behind the 99 who haven’t wandered off and he goes after the one who’s taken 

off. 

And if he finds it, he won’t get mad and cranky at the sheep. 

Verse 13: 

Matthew 18:13 (NIV)  13 “And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he is happier about that one 

sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not wander off.” 

 

You might think that you know this parable well, but think about how Jesus wants us to apply 

this to people (as he clearly does in verse fourteen). 
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One of the reasons is that Luke records the same parable in Luke 15. 

There, he applies it to people who aren’t yet believers.  It’s a call to pursue those who are 

lost. 

Here, Matthew shows us Jesus applying the same parable to believers. 

 

So, there’s a believer who wanders off. 

Perhaps when they see something that’s bright and shiny or maybe because they’re having 

their ears tickled or perhaps because they’ve been lured away by false doctrine. 

They wander off because they don’t have their eye on the ball, or I really should say their 

eyes on Jesus. 

How will you, as their brother or sister, respond? 

 

If we’re honest, I think it’s possible that we might think that’s their own tough luck. 

You don’t just end up wandering off – there are countless other small decisions that lead up 

to it. 

WE know the truth and WE’RE working hard to stick with it, why don’t they? 

Perhaps – given the context – they’re even a proud sheep. 

They think that they’re actually being spiritually mature by leaving all that stuff behind. 

 

I reckon that going searching for people, pursuing them – especially when they don’t  – is 

some of the hardest stuff that we’re called to do as Christians. 

It takes a lot of patience, grace, time, effort and understanding. 

That’s why we need humility to do it. 

We can’t care for other people’s souls when we’re full of pride and despise them. 

When we try to do that, all we end up doing is wielding law, throwing out grace and forgetting 

the understanding that we ourselves need. 

 

Also, it might seem like the point of this is that you should wander off because that’ll bring 

the Lord more joy to see you come back. 

That’s not what you’re meant to take away from this. 

But recognise that it brings joy to our heavenly father when someone comes back. 

Notice the very deliberate use of the father child relationship that’s been used throughout 

this passage? 

Matthew 18:14 (NIV11)  14  “In the same way your Father in heaven is not willing that 

any of these little ones should perish.” 
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We are living in very dangerous times. 

As we’re forced to socially distance, it’s going to be easy for people to wander off. 

And more importantly, it’s going to be harder for us to notice. 

If we’re not in contact with people, that will happen. 

 

One of the things I asked myself this week is how much of a difference this is really going to 

make to people. 

It’s a concern to me that for many people – in and out of the church – it won’t make much 

difference at all. 

It’s quite sad to think that in some ways, it won’t make very much difference because we’re 

all determined to be so self-reliant. 

If we’re only focused on ourselves, our safety and perhaps our close family and friends, in 

one sense this won’t make much of a difference at all. 

 

On the other hand, it’s going to expose something about community that many of us don’t 

even realise. 

That we need community and we’re going to miss it. 

There are going to be massive implications for loneliness. 

People are going to realise how disconnected they are. 

 

One of the reasons we’re doing this live is so that we’re doing it together. 

This is going to be really quite crucial over the next couple of months, isn’t it? 

People can slip through the cracks in all sorts of ways. 

We need to be caring for each other’s physical and spiritual needs. 

 

Although we can, many of us don’t like to pick up the phone. 

Perhaps because we feel like we’re intruding into other people’s lives. 

It’s an important way of caring. 

This is going to be essential for how we care for each other. 

 

The deacons have a particular responsibility for leading in looking after physical needs. 

The elders have a particular responsibility for leading in looking after spiritual needs. 

But this work can’t fall exclusively to the leaders. 
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What Jesus is saying here really applies to everyone. 

 

God pursues people when they stray and he calls us to do the same. 

I need the humility to care for others by watching out for them. 

Conclusion 

We started thinking about us pursuing our own kingdom. 

When we’re focused on our way, we can’t really care about others. 

That’s fundamentally what sin is. 

Jean-Paul Sartre said, 

“Thus the best way to conceive of the fundamental project of human reality 

is to say that man is the being whose project is to be God...man 

fundamentally is the desire to be God.” 

 

Jesus is saying that his kingdom is totally different. 

When we humble ourselves to come under his rule, we’re humble to others as well. 

This humility leads to care. 

We’ll fight to put our sin to death and also watch out for others.

1 He’s already used this term “little one” in 10:42 when there wasn’t a child in sight. 
2 Daniel 10:13 
3 Revelation 1:20 
4 Luke 16:22; Acts 12:15 
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Big Question:  Why is humility important in the kingdom of heaven? 

Big Idea:  We need humility to care for others. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why does it take humility to welcome other people into the kingdom? 

2. What are we meant to learn from the graphic situation Jesus describes in verse 6? 

3. What do verses 8 & 9 tell us about the seriousness of sin? 

4. In light of this passage, why don’t Christians go around with missing body parts? 

5. What are some spiritual struggles we might face at the moment and how can we fight 

against them? 

6. Why do you think Jesus tells his disciples not to despise these ‘little ones’? 

7. How does our heavenly father treat lost sheep?  How should we? 

8. Who are people that we need to be particularly caring for at the moment? 

9. What we do the help prevent people from wandering at the moment? 


