
Matthew 18 - Enter, remain in, and reflect the Kingdom of Heaven.  
 
A few years ago I was playing basketball, and I went up for a rebound, and as I jumped my knee 
buckled sideways. 
 
I knew something was broken inside my leg, but I had no way of knowing what.  
 
I got a consultation with a specialist, who bent my knee in all different directions, and applied 
pressure here and there. He had a feeling what was wrong, but he couldn’t see inside my leg. So 
he sent me to get an MRI done to really see inside my leg and know for sure what was going on.  
 
Turned out that I had ruptured my ACL, done a grade three tear on my LCL, compound fractures to 
my fibula and torn my meniscus.  
 
The MRI machine was a diagnostic tool that really showed me and the specialist what was going 
on, and what needed to be done to fix it.  
 
In the chapter we’re about to go through, I think we have some practical diagnostics that see 
inside us, and show us how well we’ve understood the Gospel. Diagnostics that will shape the way 
we live our lives.  
 
And by the way, I don’t mean to sounds clinical when I speak of God’s word as a set of diagnostics.  
 
Because God’s perfect word is the only thing that can truly show us where we stand, what our 
spiritual health is like. 
 
We are fallen broken sinners. We can’t trust ourselves to say anything true.  
 
But we can trust God’s word because it is external to us. It has an authority on its own, that we 
don’t give to it, because they are the very words of God himself.   
 
So I’m going to pray that as we hear God’s work, we would recognise its authority, and listen, and 
change.  
 
PRAY 
 
Diagnostic 1: Humility  
 
At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who, then, is the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven?” 
 
This question isn’t totally out of the blue. Jesus has already spoken about distinctions in the 
Kingdom of heaven, and three of them have been recently singled when Jesus was transfigured. 
Maybe they’re fighting because of this stuff.  
 
2 He called a little child to him, and placed the child among them. 3 And he said: “Truly I tell you, 
unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.  
 



And people have had all sorts of ideas about what becoming a little child looks like, chief among 
them that we would be innocent. But that’s not it, Jesus goes on to say what he means: 
 
4 Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven. 
 
Children didn’t have a high status in the first century. They weren’t influential, they had no power, 
and they’re completely dependent. Which is mostly true today.  
 
And notice he isn’t saying they should be childish in thought, one of the last sermons I preached 
was from chapter 10, where Jesus said be “innocent as doves, and shrewd as snakes”.  
 
Being childlike is being humble, and as we’ll seen in a moment, being trusting.  
 
Only then will you even enter the Kingdom, and then even now, you are the greatest in the 
Kingdom of heaven.  
 
And I don’t think that Jesus is encouraging greatness competition here,  
as though the more childlike you are the greater you are in heaven.  
 
Rather, he’s levelling the playing field. As we all become like children, not depending on our effort, 
or merit, to enter the kingdom of heaven, we are great.  
 
 5 And whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. 
 
See, if we welcome each other on the basis of high status, and influence and power, we’ve missed 
the point.  
 
But if we welcome each other recognising our shared humility as Christians, our unworthiness, and 
delightful dependence on God’s grace – then we welcome Christ.  
 
Just stop for a second and think about your relationships here at church, 
are you drawn to relationships that you think are your equal in status? 
 
I’m a school teacher, so I like speaking with other teachers.  
I’m middle management, so I look for an equivalent.  
I’m yr 11, so I wouldn’t dream of talking to yr7.  
 
What about the way you relate outside of a church context, with the college at work that you 
know is a Christian.  
They’re a bit daggy, and everyone knows they’re a Christian.  
And if you lump yourself in with them, you’ll be a bit daggy too.  
 
This is a helpful diagnostic isn’t it?  
 
It shows where your heart is at, as you recognise what true greatness is. It isn’t being esteemed in 
the eyes of the world, it’s being esteemed in the eyes of your Father, who loves your humble 
dependence on him for your every need.  
 



Because the more you depend on God,  
the greater you communicate your trust in his capacity to take care of you.  
 
The more you acknowledge you need God, the more you acknowledge his goodness. Your cry for 
help in the best and hardest times says that you trust he’s listening, and powerful to help.  
 
See how our humility makes much of God’s greatness? How much does God delight in this.  
 
Sometimes one of my girls wants to take off her jumper herself before bath time. I go to help her 
and she screams, “me do it!” then gets the jumper up over her head but can’t get her arms out of 
the sleeves. Then more screaming. And then… “dad, please help”.  
 
I’m not angry when she asks for help, I know how horrible it is to feel trapped by your clothes, and 
it’s hard to breath. I’m happy to help, because she’s telling me how much confidence she has for 
me to deliver her.  
 
How many thousand times over does God delight to help us when we call out in distress, 
admitting our powerlessness, and his sovereign control.  
 
And I don’t think this always looks like being delivered from pain and struggle.  
But I do think he gives us what we need to get through pain and struggle.  
 
Not the empty platitudes, “it’ll be okay”, “don’t worry about it”. 
 But,  
“I’ve felt the pain and struggle you’re feeling”.  
I’m with you - I know abandonment, and disappointment, and sadness, and pain.  
 
My kingdom will have none of it. Trust me.  
 
God delights in humility.  
 
But he rages against pride.  
 
6 “If anyone causes one of these little ones—those who believe in me 
 
And there’s the second definition of what it is to be childlike 
 
—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. 7 Woe to the world because of the things that cause people 
to stumble! Such things must come, but woe to the person through whom they come!  
 
I take it that “cause someone to stumble” is the opposite side of the coin of welcoming God’s 
children. It’s to reject and ignore them, and this can cause them to stumble.  
 
And for the person who does this it would be better for them to be drowned at sea. Strong 
imagery isn’t it. It speaks to God’s protectiveness of his children.  
 
Just as welcoming one of these little ones is to welcome Christ,  
To spurn them is to spurn Christ.  



 
And this is not something that as a Christian you’re always the victim of, and the world is the 
aggressor.  
 
I think Jesus next words say that you can do this to yourself.  
It’s a warning against pride, that as you align with the world and the way it thinks, it can cause 
yourself to stumble in humble dependence on God.  
 
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. 
 
I think we often go to this verse to talk about how we deal with sin generally.  
 
If porn is causing you to sin, cut it out.  
If alcohol is causing you to sin, get rid of it.  
And it’s true, there are some principles here that are really significant for dealing with sin in your 
life.  
 
Better to deprive yourself now, then have it all in eternal fire.  
 
But I think this passage is speaking about pride in the first instance. Rejecting and ignoring your 
own association with Jesus, to preserve your pride.  
 
A deep embarrassment of people knowing that you bear the name of Jesus, so you stay quiet 
about it.  
 
Feeling that you know better than God in difficult situations. God would never say homosexuality 
was wrong, the Bible can’t mean that. I know better.   
 
I will cherry pick the things that I agree with, and ignore the bits that can’t be true.  
 
If we don’t deal radically with this pride, we will betray allegiance to the world.  
 
… 
 
Now if you’re someone who is deeply worried that you might be doing this in your life, cast 
yourself in humble dependence upon God, the good shepherd in verse 14 who  
 
is not willing that any of these little ones should perish. 
 
I wish I had more time to here, but this is an assurance isn’t it.  
 
We can know that the sheep God has claimed in his flock he will tend with care, and even lay 
down his own life for.  
 
He is not willing that one of his little ones should perish after he has paid such a price for them.  
 



The second diagnostic is… 
 
Diagnostic 2: Discipline 
 
Being a Christian is belonging to a family who holds each other accountable.  
I think this is complex, and not without it’s problems, because!  
 
The reality of life this side of the new creation is that we still live with sin.  
 
So expect we should expect sin in our relationships, and have the courage to deal with it.  
 
15 “If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between the two of you. 
 
notice where Jesus doesn’t tell you to go 
not to someone else 
not to social media 
not to their friends  
 
Go, point it out to them, alone.  
 
If they listen to you, you have won them over.  
 
And hopefully, that’s the end of it. You point out their fault, and they can see it, and go, ah, I’m 
sorry, I need to repent, will you forgive me.  
 
16 But if they will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established 
by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’  
 
These are not witness to the sin, but to the conversation. With their help, maybe the person can 
see that they need to repent.  
 
17 If they still refuse to listen, tell it to the church; and if they refuse to listen even to the church, 
treat them as you would a pagan or a tax collector. 
 
We might think, that’s a bit harsh isn’t it? I though Jesus was all about loving the tax collector, and 
including them, associating them.  
 
But have a look at the next verses.  
 
18 “Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 
on earth will be loosed in heaven. 
19 “Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything they ask for, it will be 
done for them by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three gather in my name, there am I 
with them.” 
 
And I take these verses to mean that Jesus himself stands behind the decision of the church when 
they discipline unrepentant sin.  
 
Now these are horribly misused verses aren’t they. Bear with me on a tangent.  



 
We can take these verses to mean that we don’t have to be involved in this whole institutional 
church gathering thing.  
 
I can be a church with my mates at the coffee shop, on the bikes as we cycle together, or in my 
home when they come over,  
 
because “where two or three gather in my name, there am I with you.” 
 
That would be like the family Christmas coming up, and you say with your siblings, man, this family 
Christmas thing is a drag, let’s the three of us just go and enjoy the day at the beach, and it’ll be 
fine, because where three of us are gathered there the spirit of family Christmas is. See how that 
goes.  
 
These verses have nothing to do with what constitutes a church.  
 
You don’t even need two or three people for Christ to be with you. It’s not as though he’s waiting 
until three of you are there to **ping** into existence among you.  
 
He has placed his Spirit in you, you can’t be separated from his presence.  
 
This verse is in the context of Church discipline, and means that Jesus stands behind the decisions 
of his faithful church.  
 
That’s a tangent, but one that needs to be said.  
 
… 
 
Christian community has edges.  
 
The unrepentant sinner cannot remain in the church.  
 
And I don’t think that the decision to treat them like a tax collector, or pagan is final,  
but in the hopes that it would demonstrate to them their exclusion from the grace of God, and 
their absolute need to come back in humility and dependence on God’s mercy.  
 
Similar to the excommunication of the sexually immoral man in 1 Corinthians 5 – it’s so that 
ultimately he would be saved.  
 
All in all this is amazingly practical isn’t it. It’s realistic about sin in our lives,  
all of our lives,  
pastoral staff included,  
and gives us the steps to take to live with each other amidst it.  
 
And notice how essential repentance is. You can’t be unrepentant in fellowship with God’s people, 
because it is a group of people who admit their sin, and need for forgiveness.  
 
… 
 



But here’s where it’s complex 
 
And I’ve got three things to say: 
 
First, what if someone tells me I’ve done something wrong, that I don’t think is wrong? In good 
conscience I can’t repent, because I don’t think I’ve transgressed.  
 
And I think that’s why I think there’s an escalating dynamic in these steps. You would think that if 
you really haven’t done something wrong, that it would be caught at the level of the witnesses, 
and if not, then the level of the church.  
 
The second thing to say is that we live in a highly sensitive society, and we’re easily offended by 
each other these days. This could happen at church, and while sometimes it might be a sinful thing 
that we’re offended by, I would often think that it’s just annoying. Jesus doesn’t say that we 
should call people to repent for things that annoy us.  
 
Someone’s political views.  
Someone’s laugh 
Someone’s BO 
Someone’s social awkwardness.  
 
This is something for sin. Someone’s life before God in the community of his people.  
 
… 
 
The third thing is that I don’t think this is a repentance that we can expect from people outside the 
church, because the end result of these steps is to treat people as outside the church. Someone 
outside the church is already there.  
 
This is the in house family steps to take when confronting sin.  
 
… 
 
What a helpful diagnostic – is my life marked by repentance?? 
 
And not just the quick easy repentance … oh yeah, I can see I’ve done that wrong… 
 
Repentance that comes after the blind spot of you sin is teased out by two or three people.  
 
The painful repentance when something you’ve done is brought before the church after you’ve 
resisted acknowledging it for so long.  
 
Even then, that repentance is a true mark of someone that’s willing to admit their failure and cast 
themselves on God’s grace.  
 
But, perhaps the hardest diagnostic is yet to come.  
 
Christian community is radical.  
 



Because not only is repentance necessary to be a Christian, so is forgiveness.  
 
Diagnostic 3: Forgiveness 
 
And this shouldn’t surprise us, because the heart of the Christian message is God’s forgiveness of 
his people, and we’re called to reflect it to each other.  
 
21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister 
who sins against me? Up to seven times?” 
22 Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 
 
It’s like a Jewish way of saying infinity. It’s an equation that’s tripping out on perfect numbers.  
 
And Jesus goes on to make his point with a famous parable.  
 
23 “Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his 
servants. 24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand bags of gold was 
brought to him. 25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his 
children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 
26 “At this the servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay 
back everything.’ 27 The servant’s master took pity on him, cancelled the debt and let him go. 
28 “But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred 
silver coins. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded. 
29 “His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay it back.’ 
30 “But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the 
debt. 31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were outraged and went and told 
their master everything that had happened. 
32 “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I cancelled all that debt of 
yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I 
had on you?’ 34 In anger his master handed him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should 
pay back all he owed. 
35 “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother or sister 
from your heart.” 
 
Powerful isn’t it. Jesus is a man of strong words. And this isn’t a once off. 
 
Keep a finger there, and flick over to Matthew 6 with me.  
 
Jesus has just finish teaching the Lords prayer, where he says that we should pray, father, forgive 
us as we forgive those who sin against us. And then straight away says in verse 14: 
 
14 For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive 
you. 15 But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. 
 
We couldn’t have a clearer message in scripture could we. This is not a passage we can wriggle 
around and say, “but we know we’re saved by faith alone and not works, this can’t mean we’re 
saved by forgiving people, so we don’t need to feel like we have to forgive”.  
 
No.  



 
Jesus says, unless you forgive, your Father will not forgive you.  
 
And in this parable in chapter 18, “this is how my father will treat you”, to be thrown to the jailers 
for torture, and we know what he is speaking of, unless you forgive your brother or sister from the 
heart.  
 
Before I say any more, can I just say that I think this is one of the hardest passages to apply 
practically, and pastorally, and there are some of you here that are deeply uncomfortable, and I 
want to put you at ease.  
 
Some of us have been injured so deeply, that forgiveness becomes extremely complicated. 
 
Some of you have been hurt deeply by people that are no longer alive, or have no memory of 
inflicting suffering on you.  
 
Some of you have been walked over for your entire life by someone who takes advantage of the 
forgiveness they’ve come to expect from you.  
 
Some of you have had terrible things done to you, and forgiveness demanded by the offender, 
because they know the scripture teaches it.  
 
Some of you have been so terribly hurt that jail sentences need to be carried out.  
 
If this is you, hear me now.  
 
This has not escaped the attention of God – he cares, and he feels your grief and pain and sorrow 
and anger. He doesn’t just feel it, he’s experienced it, and has gone before you in it.  
 
He is able to deliver you from it.  
 
But hear this also. I want to try untangle what we confuse as forgiveness, reconciliation, and 
justices as something all bundled up together.  
 
Forgiveness, reconciliation, and justice are not all one and the same thing.  
 

1. This passage, and Jesus teaching is not demanding that you be reconciled with your abuser.  
 

2. This passage and Jesus teaching is not demanding that you abandon pursuit of justice.  
 

3. Let me say more to you in your grief, pain and anguish and anger. Forgiveness does not 
mean that never feel these things again. That you have to let go of them, as though 
nothing ever happened. As if you have to have some sort of amnesia about the sin 
committed against you.  

 
Let me work through those three things – reconciliation, justice, and I’m going to call it “lingering 
emotions”.  
 



To begin with, reconciliation is only ever possible when someone is repentant, and even then, 
sometimes it is not appropriate.  
 
What do I mean by reconcile – I mean to restore close intimate relationship.  
 
So for example, we will see next week that sexual immorality violates the covenant of marriage to 
such a degree that it may not be appropriate to be in relationship with that person any longer.   
 
And I take it that we’re commanded to forgive such a person –  
and that would almost certainly not be an immediate thing to be able to do –  
but we are not commanded to reconcile.  
 
In fact, if he or she was unrepentant we can look to the previous section we have just looked at, 
and treat them as a pagan or tax collector, the very opposite of reconciling. 
 
And then even when someone is repentant, it still may not be not be appropriate to reconcile.  
 
If we can restore to full and intimate fellowship with ourselves a sinning and unrepentant brother, 
we reveal not the depth of our love, but its shallowness, for we are doing what is not for his 
highest good. Forgiveness which by-passes the need for repentance issues not from love but from 
sentimentality.’ 
       John R.W. Stott, Confess Your Sins 
 
And what of forgiveness and justice? If you forgive someone, should you let justice fall by the 
wayside?  
 
I think there are a couple of ways you can think about justice.  
 
There’s an unhealthy justice that can look more like vengeance than anything else. 
 
But another way of thinking about justice is that it’s good for them, that they would feel the 
weight of something they’ve done, and take responsibility for their actions, wear the 
consequences, and learn from it.  
 
I saw in the news last month, an 18 year old boy, who crashed is ute, and killed all four of his 
passengers, two of which were 14yo girls. The parents of those passengers may find that they’re 
able to forgive him at some point in their lives, but I doubt any of them would think it was healthy 
to let this man walk away with no consequence for his actions.  
 
I got hit by a car on my bike this year, and when the guy jumped out of his car he was spilling with 
apologies. And I forgave him then and there. But I took his details to make an insurance claim for 
my destroyed bike.  
 
Consequences can be separate from forgiveness.  
 
We know that of course, this is not how God works. He doesn’t let go of justice in order to be able 
to forgive us. He pours out his justice in the cup of wrath that Jesus drinks. His justice doesn’t 
vaporise. It’s condensed and absorbed in himself.  
 



And lastly, the lingering emotions after forgiveness. You know, sometimes people question if 
they’re really forgiven someone because they find themselves still getting angry, or sad, even after 
they’re forgiven them.  
 
Sometimes people talk about this as looking out for the weeds in the lawn. You know, you forgive 
someone, and then the weed of anger grows up, or the weed of sadness, and you’ve got to be 
constantly maintaining your lawn… and pull out the weeds.  
 
But I think that can be a really harmful way of thinking about forgiveness, as though it’s not 
appropriate to feel any of those things anymore.  
 
“What this suggests, then, is that moral indignation, even moral outrage, may on occasion be 
proof of love—love for the victim, love for the church of God, love for the truth, love for God and 
his glory. Not to be outraged may in such cases be evidence, not of gentleness and love, but of a 
failure of love.” 
 Don Carson, Love in Hard Places 
 
Forgiveness does not have to look like emotional amnesia.  
 
Something that I’ve found really helpful to do in these complex situations of forgiveness is to just 
think about the difference between God and us.  
 
When we forgive, it’s often more complicated that just “you’ve done something wrong, and I 
haven’t”. Often it’s both ways. I’ve done something wrong as well as you’ve done something 
wrong. Often as we apologise it triggers an apology from the other person.  
 
But God is the only offended party, he doesn’t owe us anything, there’s not a rich history of 
wrongs back and forth between us. It’s just us, and what we’ve done against him. 
 
Another thing is that when God forgives it’s not as though he goes through ups and downs 
afterward. But as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed your transgression from 
you.  
 
And, when God forgives, he is able to guarantee reconciliation. Firstly because he’s the only 
person in the relationship who’s been wronged. It’s in his court as to whether he restores that 
relationship. Not only that, but he places his Spirit in us, the guarantor of our salvation.  The 
wonderful news of the cross is that God has offered reconciliation to the world through Jesus. He’s 
willing to offer forgiveness, are you willing to receive it?  
 
This helps me, because we can hold ourselves to a deified standard of forgiveness. There’s a 
difference between God’s capacity to forgive, and ours, and that’s okay.  
 
The standard that we are held to is not the perfection of God’s forgiveness. In all it’s complete 
reconciliation, with every stain and trace of offence removed.  
 
But 
 
Forgiveness with its human warts.  
 



Forgiveness that doesn’t seek revenge, even if there are consequences that need to unravel 
Forgiveness that doesn’t hold a grudge, even if there are still emotions that follow 
Forgiveness that loves the other person, not necessarily wishy washy love, but a love that wants 
their best.  
Forgiveness that would let go of harbouring hatred and animosity, but not always need to restore 
to relationship.  
Forgiveness that releases the debt they owe to you, that doesn’t hold their sin over their head, like 
a power move to send them into a spiral of guilt and shame.  
Forgiveness that doesn’t need to get even.  
 
There is a whole sermon just in what forgiveness is, but as far as I can think, this is forgiveness 
from the heart, maybe there’s more I’m missing and you can help fill it out for me.  
 
Unless we forgive from the heart, God will not forgive us.  
 
……………………. 
 
What crazy diagnostic. Not a work, that we would earn our way to forgiveness by forgiving others.  
 
But a diagnostic.  
 
A diagnostic that goes to the very core of our understanding of the Gospel.   
 
Because if we’re unable to forgive, we demonstrate that we haven’t received forgiveness.  
 
The magnitude of our sin against God is so great that our sin against each other is negligible. 
10,000 bags of gold, and a hundred silver coins. The comparison is between the great mound of 
gold beneath a dragon, and my 4 year old’s piggy bank.  
 
If you hold every offence against you to account, and store them up, and won’t let the go, you 
have no idea of the size of your debt before God.  
 
But the person who knows their sin… 
 
Psalm 130 
 
1 Out of the depths I cry to you, Lord; 
2     Lord, hear my voice. 
Let your ears be attentive 
    to my cry for mercy. 
3 If you, Lord, kept a record of sins, 
    Lord, who could stand? 
4 But with you there is forgiveness, 
    so that we can, with reverence, serve you. 
 
When we comprehend our sin against God, that’s when we can take joy in forgiving each other, 
just as God delights in forgiving us.  
 
PRAY 


