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Introduction 
 Chapter 18 of the Gospel of Matthew is about royal family relationships in the church. 
The opening verses (1-5) state and explain the fact that the church is a royal family. This means 
that all true members of the church assume a child-like posture of humble submission to receive 
kingdom salvation on one hand and genuine kingly greatness on the other hand. 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 (18.3-4).   
 There are two radical things here. First, if you want to be a great person, if you desire 
greatness, significance, and meaning to your life, you will find it in one place only, in being like 
a child in humble submissive trust in Christ. Second, if you want to love Christ, then you must 
love His little ones, the other children with you in the family.  
 The rest of the chapter moves from the fact to the nature of relationships within the 
family of God. Three main headings pertain to these relationships: contradiction, discipline, and 
forgiveness. Today we will take up “Contradiction within the Royal Family” (18.6-14). The 
outline unfolds by means of some key questions. There are difficulties, so hold your hat. 
 
1A. What is the ultimate contradiction in the family?  
 What ultimate wrong in the family of God merits a sobering “woe”? What is the ultimate 
in wrong relationships? What is the ultimate contradiction?  

For short, contradiction occurs when you cause little ones (vulnerable, helpless, 
dependent little ones who trust in Christ) to stumble into sin (whoever causes one of these little ones who 
believe in me to sin, 18.6a).  Some commentators point to the description that Jesus adds, “who believe in 
me,” and conclude that a particular sin in view is the sin of a shaken faith. In the metaphors of 
John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, this happens when arrogant people lead believers off the 
narrow path and onto the road to doubting castle and the dungeon of despair. 

We should notice that the Lord does not mention some extraordinary sin like a web of 
deceit that grows into adultery and murder. Apparently, it could be any sin great or small. For 
example, knowing that a struggling believer has a temper problem, and to get back at him for 
something, you might do things that provoke a response, that provoke him to anger. However, 
Jesus told us to do all in our power to curb anger in ourselves and in others because uncontrolled 
anger commits the sin of murder in the heart. It breaks the spirit of the sixth commandment if we 
stir up anger; we “cause” others to sin and we thereby damage their lives doing them harm rather 
than good.  

"You have heard that it was said to those of old, 'You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to 
judgment.' 22 But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever 
insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, 'You fool!' will be liable to the hell of fire. 23 
So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 
24 leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer 
your gift. 25 Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are going with him to court, lest your accuser 
hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you be put in prison (Mat 5.21-25). 

The “others” orientation of our duty to the sixth commandment is clear from two situations: 1) 
you must do something about it if you remember that your brother has something against you, and 2) you 
must come to terms quickly with your accuser in order to fulfill the spirit of the command to curb the 
anger of others toward you. The drift of action is opposite from causing others to sin.  
 Similarly, it is in the spirit of the sixth commandment that fathers are not to exasperate 
their children by unreasonable demands. Thus, we read, Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, 
but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord (Eph 6.4). 
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 The sin that you cause a little one to commit could be as simple as encouraging him to 
go against his conscience. Paul makes it clear that drinking wine in moderation is not evil, but it 
is evil for someone to drink wine against their conscience if they think it is evil (Rom 14.14). In 
this case, what you cause the brother to do in particular is not sinful (drink some wine), but what 
you cause him to do in general (go against his conscience) is sinful.  
 Context here in Matthew 18 indicates that you may cause someone to sin by falling into 
temptation and sin yourself. In 18.7-8, Jesus shifts from causing others to sin (v. 6) to the reality 
of temptation causing you to sin. Then, there is a growing snowball effect: you sin against your 
neighbor, hurt him in some way by word or deed, and that tempts him to come back at you in a 
sinful way.  
 An important sub-question is this, how do we cause someone to sin? In one sense, we 
furnish the occasion for the sin by provoking a response, or by encouraging, even enticing 
someone to go against his or her conscience. Doing these things translates into temptation, "Woe to 
the world for temptations to sin! For it is necessary that temptations come, but woe to the one by whom the temptation 
comes! (18.7). Thus, if you want to know how you might be guilty of causing someone to sin, then 
consider how your conduct may lead others into temptation. Notably, one way you may do that is 
by sinning against your brother. Once you open that door, you can be sure that you may cause a 
little one to sin in many ways.  
 One more clarification is necessary. This sin of leading into temptation is not something 
that you can write off as “the way things are.” No excuses avail. All parties involved are 
responsible. The fact that you cause your brother or sister to sin does not excuse your brother or 
sister from responsibility (clearly, what they do is sin!). Nor does God’s providence furnish you 
with an excuse. Granted, it is certain that we will sin against each other and these sins stir up 
more sins (it is necessary that temptations come); this fact underlies the rest of the chapter (18.15-35). 
Nonetheless, there is personal guilt within providence (18.7, but woe to the one by whom the temptation 
comes!). Temptations come according to God’s plan, and in a final sense, they are unavoidable, 
but there is a forceful woe pronounced on those by whom these things come.  
 
2A. To what consequence does this contradiction lead?  
 We have to give this question some careful thought. The matter is serious and demands 
our attention as is clear from the doubled woe of verse 7: Woe to the world for temptations to sin! For it is 
necessary that temptations come, but woe to the one by whom the temptation comes!    
 If there is anything that will cause us to treat one another with tender loving care, it is the 
due recognition of the consequence that comes to those who contradict the command of Christ. 
 1) First, Jesus tells us that the consequence is worse than a violent drowning.  
 But whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great 
millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea (18.6). The picture is graphic. 
Jesus refers to a large millstone that animals turn by brute force. Instead of harming one of 
Christ’s little ones, it would be better that a great stone carry you to your death at the bottom of a 
deep sea. It would be better that this happen to you to prevent you from sinning against a little 
one causing him to sin. This “better than” statement does two things in one: a) it is a forceful 
way of saying that at all costs you should avoid harming Christ’s church. b) It alludes to the 
consequence that follows from harming those who belong to Christ. It is better to drown in the 
sea in this violent manner (and thereby avoid this sin) because the consequence of causing little 
ones to sin is far greater in severity that drowning in this way.  
 2) Second, Jesus speaks plainly about the greatest conceivable severity. His message is 
unquestionably clear: the consequence for causing one of His believers to sin is eternal fire: 8 And 
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 crippled or lame 
than with two hands or two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire. 9 And if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out and 
throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of fire (18.8-
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9). These words are in flow with the sin of causing God’s people to sin. What we have here is a 
radically important cautionary word. 

To avoid misunderstanding, we need to get into the spirit of the command, its violation, 
and the severe result. Otherwise, we might think that believers can fall from grace by failing to 
meet a demand here for sinless perfection. If you think that way, then you see yourself under a 
guillotine ready to fall for the slightest infraction. To avoid this gloomy and wrong way of 
thinking, we need to get the spirit of things here. We get it if we think through a number of 
details in the passage, unpacking some implications.  

1) Detail number one: the larger context 
We talked about specific ways that we might tempt little ones and cause them to sin. Now 

we need to put such acts into the larger context or flow of thought in the text. Think big picture 
like this. If you take no interest in the people of God, no interest in how to benefit them 
spiritually avoiding as best you can all things that may hinder them, and if you do things that 
cause them to stumble into sin, then you are in danger of eternal fire. That is your destiny instead 
of the kingdom of God, salvation, and eternal life. 

2) Detail number two: standing before God 
This is not saying that any single infraction moves you from grace to wrath. Say, you 

cause a believer to sin against his or her conscience by drinking wine at a dinner party. That does 
not automatically change your status from salvation to damnation, from “found” to “lost.”   

Still, we must affirm that true Christian standing before God coordinates with how we 
treat child-like disciples. We must still affirm that there is a profound risk associated with 
claiming to be a member of Christ’s church; it is the risk of contradicting the royalty of the 
family of God. The consequence is devastating.  

3) Detail number three: matters of the heart 
If we have ears to hear, we must attend to what Jesus is saying carefully as something we 

need to hear. Let me spell this out more fully. Perhaps, the best way to approach this difficulty is 
to focus on matters of the heart. Those who cause harm to come to the little ones manifest a 
disposition of heart. They are not children in the family. They do not have a child-like attitude 
and mindset. They are not humble. They have not turned around in repentance from the assertion 
of autonomy to submissive dependence on Christ. They do not believe in their hearts however 
much they say with their mouths that they believe. They have no greatness in the kingdom 
because they have never entered into it in the first place.  

Summary: In a word, proud people cause little ones, struggling child-like sinners who 
believe in Christ, to have doubts. They cause children of the royal family to move in the 
direction of their weaknesses rather than in the direction of their strengths. Proud people in the 
church fall into temptation, sin in the temptation, and they lead the children of Christ into 
temptation, sin, and the harm that sin brings into their lives. It is conceivable that the proud 
people in view may be in the church or outside of it (cf. “whoever,” vs. 4-6). However, the 
language here suggests that people in the church are in view (the references to “disciples,” vs. 1-
3, “whoever,” vs. 4-6, “to the one by whom,” v. 7, and “you,” vs. 8-14, interweave seamlessly).  
 Review: At this point, we should review before going forward. In final analysis, the 
contradiction of royal family relations is causing a member of Christ’s church to sin. As to 
outcomes, the consequence of contradicting the command of God to help one another in the 
battle with sin is nothing less than eternal punishment. Stated like this, the teaching of Christ 
here is bound to raise some eyebrows. I will address some of this concern in the third question 
and then in the conclusion (also, consider how important church discipline is in this context). 
 
3A. Is there hope when this contradiction exists? 
 Can true Christians perish? One angle on this question concerns you and me as child-like 
believers in Christ. Can we have salvation today, but lose it tomorrow, if we sin and cause others 
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in the church to sin? Can some little ones who sin against other little ones be lost? Can little 
ones we sin against be lost? No, the text says that not a single child of Christ will perish because 
the Father sees to their salvation. Accent is on the safety of the little ones. 

10 "See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that in heaven their angels always see the 
face of my Father who is in heaven. 11  12 What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep and one of them 
has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went 
astray? 13 And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never 
went astray. 14 So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish 
(18.10-14; on the omission of verse 11, see the addendum). 

Jesus reassures us regarding the safety of believers, regarding our safety, by citing the work of 
angels and the good shepherd. Sinning or sinned against, little ones are safe. 
 1) Angels 
 What does it mean to say, “in heaven their angels always see the face of my Father” (v.10)? 
Interestingly, the little ones have angels and these angels see the Father’s face. They minister to 
the little ones and have access to the Father on behalf of the little ones. His face is toward them 
not away from them; the Father responds to their care of believers. If His face is toward those 
who minister to the saints, then His face is toward the saints. Angels behold the face of God and 
hear His commands on how to benefit the children of Christ.  
 Bottom line: God faces us, looks upon us with favor, and blesses us through His angelic 
servants. As Christ’s little ones, we are under the Father’s watch care.  This means that our 
Lord’s Father (my Father) is our Father. It means that Christ and the Father are looking out for our 
good, and therefore, we are safe and secure as members in His royal family.  
 2) The good shepherd 
 The relationship of Christ to the children determines their entry.  He is the good shepherd 
who searches for the one that went astray. It is His joy to search and to find. The application 
Jesus makes is that the Father will not let even one lamb perish (v. 14).  
 Even though many may sin against these little ones (cause them to sin, which is a serious 
matter to say the least), the little ones are secure in the love of Christ for them. Not one of them 
will perish; Jesus seeks them and finds them. He does His seeking work according to the will of 
the Father. He will accomplish all He set out to accomplish because the Father is not willing that 
He to lose even one: “So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish” 
(18.14). 
 
Conclusion (in the form of some key questions) 
  1) What saving duty does the text emphasize? 
 The text emphasizes repentance: you are to change and become like children.  Humble 
yourself in child-like submission to Christ.  
 This is the way to enter and become part of the new covenant community. This is the way 
of salvation and that salvation includes the restoration of our true humanity. In one sense, 
salvation is deliverance from autonomy to community and family. In another sense, it refers to 
the restoration of our true dignity, significance, and greatness as human beings. We may be little 
granules on the shore of a million seashores, but we are the greatest, we have greatness. We have 
it in repentance, humbleness, lowliness, and submissive faith. We have it by dependence on 
Christ in simple child-like faith.  
 2) What family duty does the text emphasize? 
 We have to begin with the duty to receive those of child-like faith (18.5). We are to 
receive them in Christ’s name, on His behalf, under His command, and in personal relationship 
with Him (v. 5, if you receive them in my name you receive me). Receiving includes welcoming 
and showing them hospitality (cf. Rom 12.14; 1 Pet 4.9). Do not do this only if they do all you 
would like them to do for you (in a backwards use of the golden rule).   
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 That is where we begin, but we must go further. We are to promote their strengthening 
for the battle with sin. Of course, that means, “Do not cause them to sin.” Guard against 
temptation to sin (to commit the sin of causing disciples to sin). Instead, hold them in high 
regard; do not despise them. Remember, their angels see the face of God and witness on their 
behalf with God’s face turned toward them with favor! Thus, how can you even think of 
despising them? How can you fail to do your best to help them in the battle with sin? 
 3) How does the profound risk of eternal judgment apply to the duty we all have?  
 We need to take this point in steps. 
 a) First, at all costs, consider how great the consequences are – eternal judgment. 
 All remnants of sin in this regard (our sins against one another) deserve the same thing: 
the hell of fire. Therefore, think about what you merit and deserve when you fail to take decisive 
action to avoid sin in your own life, and think about the spill over effect of your sins in the lives 
of church members (causing them to sin).  
 You must look at sin in your life straightforwardly. You must acknowledge your sin. You 
must say to yourself, “this is what my sins, here today, as a Christian merit for me.”  
 b) Second, compare temptation to sin with a member of your body, hand or eye. If the 
temptation you feel to harm a little one is your eye, then pluck it out. If it is your hand, then cut it 
off. This exaggeration by graphic metaphor heightens the point of decisive and forceful action 
you must take against sin (cf. 5.29-30).  
 If you belong to Christ, then the call of this text to vigilance will strike you in the depths 
of your soul and you will manifest the humble repentance already present in your heart. You will 
manifest it by turning away from autonomy and independence from the family (as if you do not 
need the church). If you belong to Christ, you will seek change for the good. You will receive 
His little ones with careful recognition of the fact that they are His. You will guard against 
temptation to sin in your own life, especially as that temptation leads you into the sin of tempting 
royal family members and thus “causing” them to sin (“occasioning” it for the responsibility of 
the sins they commit fall squarely on their own shoulders).  
 Therefore, you have to do something about temptation: take decisive action. “Do not make 
provision for the flesh to fulfill the lusts thereof” (Rom 13.14). 
 Whatever sacrifice it takes to avoid even temptation is what you will make. You seek 
with great diligence to stay two steps away from sin for you not only avoid sin but you also avoid 
temptation to sin. Being two steps away is the position of strength in the battle with sin. You do 
this at all costs; figuratively speaking, if the cost were something as valuable to you as your right 
hand, you will pay it, give it up, and cut it off from you to guard your entire body from 
temptation that leads to sin, death, and the just consequence of the hell of fire. 
 c) Finally, in the end, you will fall on your face before the Lord Jesus overwhelmed with 
thankful praise because what you merited for yourself, and do so every day, is what He endured 
for you on the cross. You will say, “My Lord, thank you for enduring eternal punishment in my 
place.” 

May we fall down before the great God and our Savior Jesus Christ the risen Lord in humble child-
like faith; may God grant us a due sense of what our sins deserve; may we turn away from 
temptation to sin and may we help one another in the battle with sin. To Him be all glory in the 
church, now and forevermore, amen.  

 
Addendum on 18.11 
 For those interested, it is the judgment of the ESV translators to omit 18.11 (KJV: For the Son of man is 
come to save that which was lost). In brief, the reason for omitting the verse is that it is not present in Matthew 18 in 
the best Greek manuscripts. It is reasonable to conclude that copyists borrowed these words from the parallel text in 
Luke 19.10 (ESV: For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost). As is typical in cases like this, the teaching 
in the variant reading (18.11) is part of Scriptural teaching because Luke 19.10 does not have variant readings. 
Therefore, for our purposes in the exposition of Matthew, we do not need to discuss 18.11 just as the translators do 
not need to include it. As always, we must give priority to non-variant texts.    


