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What	person	would	you	say	will	be	considered	great	in	the	Kingdom	of	heaven?	Maybe	you	would	
think	back	to	the	Bible	and	say	Abraham,	Moses,	David,	Esther,	or	the	Apostle	Paul.	Or	perhaps	you	
would	 go	 back	 to	 church	 history	 and	 say	 Augustine,	 Martin	 Luther,	 John	 Calvin,	 or	 Dietrich	
Bonhoeffer.	Perhaps	you	would	think	of	some	“spiritual	giant”	who	is	still	alive	today.	

Maybe	you	 thought	of	a	great	 theologian	who	knew	all	 the	Bible	answers.	Or	maybe	you	 thought	
about	 a	 pastor	 of	 a	 mega-church.	 Or	 maybe	 you	 thought	 of	 someone	 who	 was	 internationally	
famous	 for	 their	 religious	works	 or	 good	deeds.	Or	maybe	 you	 thought	 of	 one	who	 gives	 a	 lot	 of	
money	 to	 charity,	 who	 knows	 almost	 all	 the	 answers	 in	 your	 Bible	 study	 group,	 or	 who	 prays	
eloquent	prayers	in	public.		

Our	temptation	is	to	think	of	someone	who	is	well	known	or	has	a	great	spiritual	resume.	But	that	is	
not	what	we	see	in	scripture.	In	Matthew	18	we	find	these	words:	

At	 that	 time	 the	 disciples	 came	 to	 Jesus,	 saying,	 “Who	 is	 the	 greatest	 in	 the	 kingdom	 of	
heaven?”	2	And	calling	to	him	a	child,	he	put	him	in	the	midst	of	them	3	and	said,	“Truly,	I	say	
to	 you,	 unless	 you	turn	 and	become	 like	 children,	 you	will	 never	 enter	 the	 kingdom	 of	
heaven.	4	Whoever	humbles	himself	like	this	child	is	the	greatest	in	the	kingdom	of	heaven.”	

When	 it	 says	“disciples”	 it	 is	 referring	 to	 Jesus’	apostles,	his	 inner	circle	of	closest	 followers.	 Jesus	
had	prayerfully	selected	these	men	to	be	with	Him.	Jesus	had	spent	three	years	with	His	apostles,	
displaying	humility	and	servant	leadership.	Three	years,	and	yet	they	still	weren´t	getting	it.	We	see	
it	multiple	times	in	the	gospels	where	the	disciples	vowed	for	power	and	recognition.	Comparing	and	
competing,	longing	to	reserve	a	seat	in	the	kingdom	at	Christ´s	right	or	left	hand.	

We	see	similar	stories	when	Jesus	uses	a	child	to	be	an	example	of	greatness	in	both	Mark	9:33-37	
and	Luke	9:46-48.	Mark	includes	the	fact	that	the	disciples	had	been	arguing	with	one	another	about	
who	was	 the	greatest.	 Jesus	 then	 sat	 them	down	and	 said	 to	 them,	“If	anyone	would	be	 first,	he	
must	be	last	of	all	and	servant	of	all.”	Luke	also	tells	of	an	argument	between	the	disciples	about	
who	was	greatest,	and	during	Jesus´	response	He	said,	“For	he	who	is	least	among	you	all	is	the	one	
who	is	great.”	
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The	disciples	were	just	mere,	common	men,	but	they	now	found	themselves	in	the	company	of	the	
Messiah,	the	Son	of	God.	They	were	not	powerful,	or	rich	or	noble,	and	yet	as	their	time	with	Jesus	
continued	and	the	crowds	which	followed	them	grew,	it	must	have	been	a	temptation	for	them	to	
think	too	highly	of	themselves	merely	because	they	were	in	the	inner	circle	of	Jesus.	

It	then	says	that	the	disciples	“came	to	Jesus”	for	this	very	reason.	They	were	intentionally	pursuing	
greatness.	They	were	so	deceived	that	they	were	pursuing	the	one	thing	that	would	guarantee	that	
they	would	not	be	counted	great		in	the	kingdom	of	heaven.	

Their	 hearts	 and	minds	 were	 not	 in	 the	 right	 place.	 The	 fact	 that	 they	 even	 asked	 this	 question	
shows	 how	 far	 they	 were	 from	 understanding	 what	 Christ	 desired	 for	 them.	 They	 claimed	 to	 be	
seeking	 the	 kingdom	 of	 heaven,	 when	 in	 reality	 they	were	 selfishly	 seeking	 the	 vain	 glory	 of	 the	
kingdom	of	this	world.		

In	response	Jesus	brought	a	child	into	their	midst	and	used	him	as	an	object	lesson:		

	“Truly,	 I	 say	 to	 you,	 unless	 you	 turn	 and	 become	 like	 children,	 you	 will	 never	 enter	 the	
kingdom	of	heaven.”	

We	first	notice	the	phrase,	“unless	you	turn”.	Jesus	was	making	it	very	clear	that	they	were	going	the	
wrong	direction.	It	is	similar	to	the	idea	of	repentance	that	we	see	throughout	scripture.	Repentance	
is	 a	 changing	 of	 direction.	 It	 is	 a	 turning	 from	 sin	 and	 towards	God.	 In	 this	 situation	 the	 disciples	
needed	to	turn	away	from	their	pride,	ego	and	insecurity,	and	become	like	children.	

This	must	have	been	a	surprising	example	to	use	when	talking	about	greatness.	Often	in	the	Roman	
Empire	children	were	regarded	as	expendable	or	even	property.	There	was	no	status	in	being	a	child.	
That	is	why	it	is	so	puzzling	that	Jesus	would	refer	to	a	child	when	talking	about	greatness.	We	see	
this	type	of	thinking	amongst	Jesus´	disciples	in	Mark	19:13-14:	

“	13	Then	children	were	brought	to	him	(Jesus)	that	he	might	lay	his	hands	on	them	and	pray.	
The	disciples	rebuked	the	people,	14	but	Jesus	said,	‘Let	the	little	children	come	to	me	and	do	
not	hinder	them,	for	to	such	belongs	the	kingdom	of	heaven.’”		

This	contrast	is	clear.	In	a	child	you	find	a	simple	faith	and	teachable	heart,	fully	dependent	on	the	
father	and	mother.	As	 long	as	 they	are	near	 their	parents	 they	worry	about	nothing.	 They	do	not	
take	glory,	control,	credit	or	responsibility.	They	rest	in	and	submit	to	the	provision	and	protection	of	
their	parents.	It	is	simple.	All	they	have	to	do	is	trust	and	obey.	In	this	there	is	no	need	to	seek	glory	
or	greatness,	just	faith.	

That	 is	 a	 picture	 of	 one	 who	 will	 enter	 the	 kingdom	 of	 heaven.	 “For	by	 grace	 you	 have	 been	
saved	through	faith.	And	this	is	not	your	own	doing;	it	 is	the	gift	of	God,	not	a	result	of	works,	so	
that	no	one	may	boast”	(Ephesians	2:8-9).	 It	 is	childlike	faith,	given	by	the	Father,	that	ushers	one	
into	the	kingdom	of	heaven.		

Jesus	then	continues:		

“	4	Whoever	humbles	himself	like	this	child	is	the	greatest	in	the	kingdom	of	heaven.”	
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A	child	is	easily	left	in	awe.	A	child	can	forgive	and	forget.	A	child	still	possesses	a	level	of	simplicity	
and	innocence.	As	Richard	Glover	reminds	us,	“the	child	has	only	to	learn,	not	to	unlearn;	only	to	do,	
not	to	undo.”1	

A	 child	 knows	better	 than	 tackle	 the	 problems	of	 the	world	 on	 his	 own.	A	 child	 knows	 that	 he	 is	
weak.	A	child	knows	that	he	is	not	wise	enough	or	strong	enough.	He	is	content	asking	for	help	and	
trusting	another	for	his	well-being.	He	has	no	need	to	 impress	or	compete.	 It	 is	 in	his	dependence	
and	complete	trust	in	others	that	he	walks	in	humility.	

As	children	of	God,	it	is	this	spiritual	humility	that	makes	one	great	in	the	kingdom	of	God.	

We	 find	 a	 helpful	 way	 of	 understanding	 this	 spiritual	 humility	 in	 James	 4:6-8,10.	 It	 says,	 “‘God	
opposes	the	proud	but	gives	grace	to	the	humble.’	7	Submit	yourselves	therefore	to	God.	Resist	the	
devil,	and	he	will	 flee	 from	you.	8	Draw	near	 to	God,	and	he	will	draw	near	 to	you	 .	 .	 .	10	Humble	
yourselves	before	the	Lord,	and	he	will	exalt	you.”	

Author	W.W.	Wiersbe	tells	how	this	phrase	“submit	yourselves	to	God”	was	a	military	phrase	that	
meant	“get	into	your	proper	rank”.2	Literally,	“know	your	place”.		

We	see	 this	 in	our	world	all	 the	 time.	Children	who	don´t	“know	their	place”.	They	are	 rebellious,	
arrogant,	proud	and	without	empathy	for	others.	They	don´t	know	how	to	listen,	learn	and	submit	to	
those	in	authority	around	them.		

We	see	similar	attitudes	amongst	Christians	at	 times.	We	want	 to	be	 the	 lord	of	our	own	 lives,	or	
take	the	credit	for	things	that	God	has	brought	to	pass	in	our	lives,	or	think	too	highly	of	ourselves	in	
comparison	 to	 others.	 In	 these	 moments	 we	 are	 showing	 that	 we	 don’t	 know	 our	 place	 in	 the	
kingdom	of	God.		

In	contrast,	those	who	know	their	place	before	God	will	be	considered	great	in	the	kingdom	of	God.	
That	is	what	Jesus	means	when	He	says,	“Whoever	humbles	himself	like	this	child	is	the	greatest	in	
the	kingdom	of	heaven.”	

Humility	is	not	just	admirable,	it	is	essential	if	we	are	to	enter	into	the	Kingdom	and	walk	rightly	with	
God.	

In	the	words	of	Andrew	Murray:		

“Humility	is	the	only	soil	in	which	the	graces	root;	(since	our	dependence	on	God	is	the	source	of	
our	 deliverance)	 the	 lack	 of	 humility	 is	 the	 sufficient	 explanation	 of	 every	 defect	 and	 failure.	
Humility	is	not	so	much	a	grace	or	virtue	along	with	others;	 it	 is	the	root	of	all,	because	it	alone	
takes	the	right	attitude	before	God,	and	allows	Him	as	God	to	do	all.”	3	

When	we	 lack	 the	humility	of	a	child	we	are	 then	carried	along	by	pride.	We	think	more	highly	of	
ourselves	 than	we	ought.	We	become	 self-sufficient,	 self-righteous,	 over-bearing,	 easily	 offended,	
and	defensive	because	we	must	protect	our	position.	Life	becomes	a	competition	where	we	seek	to	

																																																													
1	https://www.studylight.org/commentaries/eng/dsb/matthew-18.html	
2	Wiersbe,	W.	W.	(1996).	The	Bible	exposition	commentary	(Vol.	2,	p.	369).	Wheaton,	IL:	Victor	Books.	
3	― Andrew Murray, Humility: The Journey Toward Holiness. 
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make	ourselves	 look	better	and	others	 look	worse.	We	become	vulnerable	 to	 temptation	because	
we	are	not	abiding	in	Christ,	but	instead	choosing	to	trust	in	ourselves.	

That	 is	a	godless	way	to	 live.	As	Christians	we	all	have	confessed	our	sin	and	our	need	for	Christ´s	
redemption.	We	have	been	forgiven	and	are	now	fully	known	and	fully	loved.	We	have	been	brought	
low	by	the	conviction	of	the	Spirit	and	raised	up	to	walk	in	newness	of	life.	We	have	been	adopted	
into	the	family	of	God	with	the	confidence	that	nothing	will	ever	separate	us	from	the	love	of	Christ.	
We	can	now	live	at	peace	with	our	imperfections	because	God´s	grace	is	our	security.	

There	is	no	longer	a	need	to	be	seen	as	great	in	this	world.	Pride	no	longer	serves	any	purpose	in	our	
lives.	Christ	 is	now	our	confidence	and	the	exalter	of	all	who	walk	 in	humility.	 It	 is	the	Gospel	that	
ushers	us	 into	true	humility	and	the	riches	of	the	Christian	life.	But	how	does	humility	take	root	 in	
our	lives?	

In	scripture	we	see	that	it	is	God	who	works	humility	in	one´s	life.	We	see	this	in	the	lives	of	David,	
Peter,	the	Apostle	Paul	and	even	Moses,	who	was	used	by	God	in	miraculous	ways	but	of	whom	it	
was	still	said,	“He	was	more	humble	than	anyone	else	on	the	face	of	the	earth”	(Numbers	12:3).	

Matthew	23:12	says,	“Whoever	exalts	himself	will	be	humbled,	and	whoever	humbles	himself	will	
be	exalted.”		

For	those	who	seek	the	humility	of	a	child	and	desire	to	join	with	God	in	the	process,	here	are	some	
practical	ideas:	

• Ask	 God	 to	 work	 humility	 in	 your	 life.	 Seek	 God´s	 help	 in	 prayer	 and	 His	 wisdom	 in	 Bible	
reading.	In	the	scriptures	we	learn	“our	place”	in	reference	to	God	and	it	breeds	humility	in	us.	
In	prayer	we	are	 living	out	 this	humility	as	we	 seek	and	 submit	ourselves	 to	God´s	wisdom,	
guidance	and	work	in	our	lives.	As	you	grow	in	“knowing	your	place”,	live	accordingly.	

• Intentionally	 put	 yourself	 in	 positions	 of	 humility.	 Volunteer	 to	 serve	 others.	 Avoid	 the	
spotlight.	Talk	less	and	listen	more.	Lead	less	and	follow	more.	Do	the	tasks	that	no	one	else	
wants	 to	do.	Work	behind	 the	 scenes.	Do	good	deeds	 that	no	one	will	 ever	 find	out	about.	
Avoid	bragging,	gossip,	and	criticizing,	which	are	ways	of	lifting	yourself	up	and	putting	others	
down.	Celebrate	other´s	successes.	Take	time	alone	with	God	to	confess	sin.	Become	better	at	
apologizing.	All	of	these	are	intentional	ways	to	put	yourself	in	the	posture	of	humility.	

One	of	the	best	examples	of	a	humility	that	led	to	greatness	is	found	in	Philippians	2:1-11.	Listen	to	
these	verses	as	we	prepare	our	hearts	for	the	observance	of	the	Lord´s	Supper:	

“So	if	there	is	any	encouragement	in	Christ,	any	comfort	from	love,	any	participation	in	the	
Spirit,	any	affection	and	sympathy,	2	complete	my	joy	by	being	of	the	same	mind,	having	the	
same	 love,	 being	 in	 full	 accord	 and	 of	 one	 mind.	3	Do	 nothing	 from	selfish	 ambition	
or	conceit,	 but	 in	humility	 count	 others	 more	 significant	 than	 yourselves.	4	Let	 each	 of	
you	look	not	only	 to	his	own	 interests,	but	also	 to	 the	 interests	of	others.	5	Have	 this	mind	
among	yourselves,	which	 is	yours	 in	Christ	 Jesus,	6	who,	though	he	was	 in	the	form	of	God,	
did	not	count	equality	with	God	a	thing	to	be	grasped,	7	but	emptied	himself,	by	taking	the	
form	of	a	servant,	being	born	 in	 the	 likeness	of	men.	8	And	being	 found	 in	human	form,	he	
humbled	 himself	 by	becoming	 obedient	 to	 the	 point	 of	 death,	even	 death	 on	 a	
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cross.	9	Therefore	God	has	highly	exalted	him	and	bestowed	on	him	the	name	that	 is	above	
every	name,	10	so	that	at	the	name	of	Jesus	every	knee	should	bow,	in	heaven	and	on	earth	
and	under	the	earth,	11	and	every	tongue	confess	that	Jesus	Christ	is	Lord,	to	the	glory	of	God	
the	Father.”	


