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THE SECRET TO GREATNESS 
CMBC May 26, 2013                                                                           Matthew 18:1 – 14 

 

“Who is the greatest in the kingdom of Heaven?” the disciples asked Jesus.  
Do you realize how often we ask that question or a question like it? We are 
obsessed with knowing who is the greatest. 

 Regular political polls – and recently on Christy Clark and Adrian Dix. 

 People want to know who is the greatest actor or actress to win the 
Oscar or who is the greatest singer 

 In a hockey game it is not enough that a team wins; they give us the 3 
stars. 

 
We are constantly faced with the question “Who is the greatest?” Is it any 
wonder that today people feel inferior and struggle with being the greatest? 
When we get to heaven who is the greatest, the Mennonites, the Brethren, 
the Pentecostals, Martin Luther or Menno Simons, Billy Graham or whoever? 
 
So it’s not surprising that the disciples would ask Jesus the question. 
Luke 9 and Mark 9 tells us that they were arguing.  
Mark 9:33  They came to Capernaum. When he was in the house, he asked 
them, “What were you arguing about on the road?” [34]  But they kept quiet 
because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest.  
Here in Matthew 18 we simply read that the disciples came to Jesus and 
asked, “Who is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven?” 
 
1. THERE IS A FALSE SENSE OF GREATNESS  

It is based on pride and pride is without question the worst sin of all. 
a. All of us struggle with pride more than any other sin 

i. It was the basis of the fall of Adam and Eve  
1. and it is the basis of our sin 
2. Pride is what causes us to offend other people  
3. and it is what causes us to feel offended. 

ii. Pride is fairly easy to spot in others but is almost impossible to see 
in ourselves. 

iii. You can be fairly certain that if we have sin in your life, if we have 
conflict with others, pride is involved. 
 

b. How can we recognize pride in our life? 
i. Jesus says you recognize humility – it is so much easier to 

recognize. 
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ii. Nothing is so humbling as to admit sin, to confess it and make it 
right 

iii. When you can do that, you see humility in place of pride. 
iv. If you can’t do that, or if you are always right and defending 

yourself, you have pride. 
 

c. Who is the “greatest” of all 
i. Jesus answers the question 
ii. Matthew 18:2 - 4  He called a little child and had him stand 

among them. [3]  And he said: “I tell you the truth, unless you 
change and become like little children, you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven. [4]  Therefore, whoever humbles himself like 
this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  

iii. Who is the greatest? Not a child, but whoever humbles himself like 
this child.  

iv. And only those who change and become like little children will 
enter the kingdom of heaven.  

(In a minute we will discuss what that means.) 
v. But be clear on the answer. “Unless you change and become like 

little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
1. All those in the kingdom of heaven are the greatest 
2. You are the greatest 
3. Here is what Jesus said when speaking of John the Baptist: 

Luke 7:28  I tell you, of all who have ever lived, none is 
greater than John. Yet even the least person in the Kingdom 
of God is greater than he is!”  

vi. Having a sense of worth, or value, of being important is something 
that God wants us to have. 
1. True greatness is not focusing on what our human nature 

defines as greatness, but God’s view of greatness,  
2. Which is far greater than anything the world has to offer. 
3. Anything other than this view , puts us into a great struggle 
4. James 4 – watch for the devastation of pride. 

 What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they 
come from your desires that battle within you? [2]  You want 
something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot 
have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, 
because you do not ask God. [3]  When you ask, you do not 
receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may 
spend what you get on your pleasures.  
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[4]  You adulterous people, don't you know that friendship with 
the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a 
friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. [5]  Or do you 
think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to 
live in us envies intensely?  [6]  But he gives us more grace. 
That is why Scripture says: “God opposes the proud but gives 
grace to the humble.”  
 
[7]  Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he 
will flee from you. [8]  Come near to God and he will come 
near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your 
hearts, you double-minded. [9]  Grieve, mourn and wail. 
Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. [10]  
Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up. 
 
[11]  Brothers, do not slander one another. Anyone who 
speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the 
law and judges it. When you judge the law, you are not 
keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it. [12]  There is only one 
Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. 
But you—who are you to judge your neighbour? 
 
[13]  Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go 
to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and 
make money.” [14]  Why, you do not even know what will 
happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that 
appears for a little while and then vanishes. [15]  Instead, you 
ought to say, “If it is the Lord's will, we will live and do this or 
that.”  
 

2. THE TRAGEDY OF STUMBLING  
Jesus went on to say: 
Matthew 18:5  “And whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name 
welcomes me. [6]  But if anyone causes one of these little ones who 
believe in me to sin  (or the KJV “to stumble”) 
! 
a. Causing a child to stumble 

i. Jesus isn’t just talking about little children 
1. He says we should become LIKE little children. 
2. When you look at the context, he has in mind those that are 

childlike in their faith, whether they are children or adults. 
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ii. How often have new believers been turned away because they 
didn’t get it right 

ILL. Lady whose husband finally accepted Christ but the wife 
was critical and doubted his decision. 

iii. How often have we put people down, or as Jesus says, “look down 
on one of these”, because “We know better.” 

iv. How often have we turned away people from other cultures 
because they didn’t fit in 
1. We mock their music 
2. We get upset at the way they do things 

v. Jesus says: 
[6]  But if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in 
me to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung 
around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea.  
[7]  “Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to 
sin! Such things must come, but woe to the man through whom 
they come! 
 

b. Blind to our own stumble 
i. Jesus then turned the focus with some shocking statements 

[8]  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 maimed or crippled than to 
have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. 

ii. The tragedy of stumbling isn’t only when we cause someone to 
stumble. 
1. Jesus is saying the one who causes a child, a young believer 

to stumble becomes a stumbling block to himself. 
2. If we destroy the spiritual life of someone, we are destroying 

ourselves. 
iii. Jesus challenges his disciples and us; 

[10]  “See that you do not look down on one of these little ones. 
For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face of my 
Father in heaven.  God is watching. 

iv. Then he tells us how much he values these [12]  “What do you 
think? If a man owns a hundred sheep, and one of them wanders 
away, will he not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go to look 
for the one that wandered off? [13]  And if he finds it, I tell you the 
truth, he is happier about that one sheep than about the ninety-
nine that did not wander off. [14]  In the same way your Father in 
heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost.  
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All of this in answer to the question, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven?” 
 
Let’s look at what it means to change and become like little children.  

3. THIS IS THE CHARACTER OF THE CITIZENS OF THE KINGDOM 
a. Beyond humility 

i. A child is not just humble 
ii. In a little child there is the characteristic of simple trust, an 

unconscious recognition of inadequacy and their need to help 
1. ILL. “Momma, help me tie my shoes” 
2. But a desire to learn it and be good at it. 

iii. There is a simple trust, a strong trust  
iv. An openness to learn and a desire to be a mature adult 
v. In well trained children there is a submissiveness 
vi. A child needs correction 

1. ILL. Mr. Maxwell baby sitting at spoiled little boy 
vii. In a child there is a drive to learn – asking “Why?” 
viii. In the trust of a good parent, the child knows that they are valued, 

important, not because of what they think, but because of what 
they feel from their parents. 

ix. This is the character of humility that Jesus said we need.  
“Unless you change and become like little children...” 
 

b. That is the true characteristic of greatness  
i. Valued by God 
ii. Trusting in God 
iii. A drive to mature in God 
iv. An openness to be corrected 
v. A commitment to learn more about God 
vi. A passion to be close to God 

 
Who is the greatest in the Kingdom of heaven? YOU ARE!! 
 
 


