The 12th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 18 (a)]
September 4, 2011

EZEKIEL 33:7-9;  ROMANS 13:1-10
MATTHEW 18:1-20 (RSV)
1 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, he is the greatest in the kingdom of Heaven. 5 Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me; 6 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 round his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea. 7  Woe to the world for temptations to sin! For it is necessary that temptations come, but woe to the man by whom the temptation comes! 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 maimed 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, pluck 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. 10 See that you do not despise one of these little ones; for I tell you that in Heaven their angels always behold 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. 15 If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. 16 But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 18 Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on Earth shall be bound in Heaven, and whatever you loose on Earth shall be loosed in Heaven. 19 Again I say to you, if two of you agree on Earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in Heaven. 20 For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Using the discordant images of a little child plopped down in the middle of grown men, a millstone tied around the neck of a man going into the water, a hand or foot cut-off, and a sheep out on it’s own, lost, having wandered off from it flock, our Lord draws us a picture of the Kingdom of Heaven.

Not what the Apostles were expecting when they started asking Jesus about the Kingdom of Heaven.  Not what we would expect.

“Who is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven?” 

the disciples ask. (Matthew 18:1)  How will Jesus answer that?  Maybe the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven is the one who has done the most good works?  Or maybe the one who has lived an effective, purpose-filled life?  Or maybe the one who has been a leader in the church?

Who is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven?  To that question, Jesus plops down a little child in the middle of grown men:  

“I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of Heaven.   Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of Heaven.”

[Matthew 18:3]

Be humbled to be great—not what we would expect.

Often we will show a child how to be more mature, tell him to be more grown-up; but when have we ever told a grown man told to be like a little child?  A child is lowly and dependant.  Think of the great people of the world: Would we ever say to Isaac Newton, just be like a child; don’t worry about what caused that apple to fall to the ground, just pick it up and eat it, like a little child would?  To Michelangelo, would we say:  Don’t worry about painting those shadows just right on the ceiling of the Sistine chapel.  Just do like a little girl in pre-school, and finger-paint some stick figures?

When do we ever tell an adult to be like a little child?

Jesus does.  A little boy does not live by his own strength.  A little girl doesn’t come up with her own food.  Little children don’t pay the mortgage to keep a roof over their heads.  Little children are dependant, even the IRS says that.

So when the self-sufficient men come to Jesus wondering what they might do to be counted greatest in all the Kingdom of Heaven, the Lord says, Turn, repent, humble yourselves, become like little children, become as those who have no strength of their own, but who live only from the gifts of their parents.

Matthew 18:4:

Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of Heaven. 


With the image of a child plopped down in the middle of grown men, Jesus now has us focused on standing before God as nothing but those dependent on another.  It is these, the weakest ones, the helpless, the ones with the least ability to impress or lead, who are the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven.

And then Jesus drives home the point:  It would be better to have a millstone tied around your neck and be thrown into the sea, than to cause a little one who has faith to sin.

With that image of a millstone around a man’s neck, we now know how to treat our brothers and sister in the faith.  Find the brother who is weakest and struggling the most with sin, and care for him, as you would a little child.  Find the sister who is being beat down, who doesn’t have the strength to know where to turn, and care for her as you would a little child.

And do you consider yourself strong, as able to stand before God on your own?  Then be careful, our Lord would say.  Find what it is you are considering your strength before God, find that thing that you think makes you strong in the church, and cut it off.  For it is better to enter life without a foot or hand, without your strength, than to have all strength, and be thrown into Hell.

Jesus has torn the confidence away from each of us, reduced all of us to being like little children, who have nothing of strength to give to God, but who look to God for every good gift, as a little child looking to his mother for even a plate of food.

Jesus has brought us to humility, turned us away from ourselves back to him, bestowed on us the gift of repentance—he has made us to be those who know we do not make ourselves great before God.  But that is good.  For that is to be brought out of arrogance, into humility, out of death into life—it is to be stood before the heavenly Father as a little one.  Matthew 18:14:

It is not the will of my Father who is in Heaven,

said Jesus,

that one of these little ones should perish. 


Then, after the vivid image of a child plopped down in the middle of men, to show us that we live in humility, as a child, before God; of a millstone dragging the arrogant to the bottom of the sea, to show how we are to care for and protect the least and the humble; and of hands and feet cutoff, to show us how we are to be done with any confidence in our own strength, after these vivid images, Jesus shows why; he shows what it is all about.  Matthew 18:12:

What do you think? 
said Jesus,

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? And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. So it is not the will of my Father who is in Heaven that one of these little ones should perish. 
That’s what all these vivid images of little children, of millstones around necks, and of cutoff limbs have all been about—to burn the point into our minds of who the Father in Heaven is, and of what the Kingdom of Heaven looks like.

The Father in Heaven, he is the one who sees you in your sin, and instead of locking you out from the flock, he pursues you like a shepherd looking for his one lost lamb, to return that lamb safely to the other ninety-nine.  

The Father in Heaven is the one who knows the name of each sheep in the flock, knows the name of you and me, of our children, and of each of our brothers and sisters in the church, and knowing our names, he does not desire that even the weakest one, even the most vulnerable, should perish.  And he is the one that when he restores one sheep back to the flock, when he brings one little lamb back from guilt and shame, and into the righteousness of his Son, he rejoices with a rejoicing witnessed by the angels in Heaven.

If that’s the heavenly Father, then what does his Kingdom of Heaven look like?

It has its great ones, its renowned ones, those held up in honor.  They are those who are hungry and weak, who are beat down and humble, who have no strength of their own, but who come as a little child comes to his mother for food—these are the ones great in the Kingdom of Heaven.

The Kingdom of Heaven looks like one sinner forgiving another, knowing that when sins are forgiven here on Earth, they are forgiven in Heaven, and all the angels rejoice.

The Kingdom of Heaven looks like you and me here on Earth, being gathered to the Lord’s Name, confessing our sins, hearing our Lord’s forgiveness, and then rejoicing in thankfulness, knowing that we are rejoicing along with the angels in Heaven.

And the Kingdom of Heaven, then, is seeing all our brothers and sisters in the faith, those here in these pews, and those in the church throughout the world, and knowing that before the face of God, the weakest and most helpless one is cared for by the others, the humbled one is most honored, and those coming as nothing more than little children, they are the greatest of all.

What is the Kingdom of Heaven?  It is the church, all those gathered to the Name of Jesus, those both in Heaven and on Earth.

In the Confessions of the church, it is put like this:

Even a seven‑year‑old child knows what the church is.  It is the holy believers, the sheep who hear the voice of their Shepherd.  [And] its holiness consists of the Word of God and true faith.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
(((((4
MATTHEW 18:1-20

