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Matthew 18 is a chapter about caring for the greatest among you.  And who is that? Well, here’s the beginning 
of the chapter. 

The disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who, then, is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” 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. 4 Therefore, whoever takes the lowly 
position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  

The lowly position of this child.  A child.  Jesus overturns the way the disciples think.  In Matthew 18, the 
greatest is the one with the most need. 

Hold on to this image for a second.  A guy is standing on the back of a boat in the middle of a lake.  The boat 
takes off, guy falls in and he can’t swim.  There’s the greatest…the one in the greatest need.  As one pastor says 
it, when you’re on a mission of mercy, the greatest person is the one with the greatest need. 

That pastor told the story of weeding the church sidewalk when there was an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting 
going on inside.  A guy stepped out at a break in the meeting for a coffee and a smoke.  And said to the pastor, 
“Why can’t church be more like AA meetings?”  “What do you mean?” asked the pastor.  “Well,” he said, 
“everyone at church seems to have their crap together, and that makes it really tough to fit in, cause I don’t.” 

Walk into an AA meeting and ask, who’s the greatest here?  It’s the person hurting the most - the whole session 
will be listening to and supporting that person.  And that’s something of what Jesus is telling his disciples and us 
about greatness.   

So Matthew chapter 18 goes on with a story that you remember - a guy has 100 sheep but loses one and leaves 
the 99 behind to find it - that one is the greatest at the moment, the one in most need.  And at the end of that 
story Jesus says, “In the same way, your Father in heaven is not willing that any should perish”. 

And then comes the text we heard this morning.  Now to a persistent sinner, one trapped in sin and not 
repentant; their soul is in danger.  Sometimes people are having a bad day, and we are, after all, a group of 
sinners, made holy by the blood of Jesus, not holy because we always act like it.  Most times when there are 
bumps in the road of our Christian life together, 1 Peter 4:8 is the order the day: “above all, keep on loving one 
another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of sins.”  Forgiven, game on. 

But we ought to note well that though Satan might play on our faith toward God, most often isn’t his tactic to 
drive a wedge in our love for a brother or sister?  Ask someone who doesn’t come to church anymore why and 
most of the time it has to do with what someone else said or did or didn’t do to them.  

There are times when a sin has become very serious, it is persistent, and a soul is in grave danger. And this is 
what Jesus has to say about this: the Goal is to win a brother or sister back.  This one is the greatest at the 
moment, the one in most need. 

This isn’t hard for us in theory - someone has fallen off a boat and is drowning, someone is lost in darkness, 
pick a metaphor.  It’s in actually doing it that the people of God stumble. 

Because it’s hard.   

It’s hard to go to someone who has sinned.  Because the cardinal sin of our time seems to be telling someone 
that they’re wrong. It’s hard especially if they’ve sinned against us.  Easier to talk about that person. 

It’s hard because we ourselves know our own sin and we feel like hypocrites.   

It’s hard because of our pride.  The kind of pride that makes us think we’re not that needy, we’ve got our crap 
together for the most part.  And that more people should be like us. 



I once heard about a parade that happens in a tiny town somewhere in New England every year.  Everyone in 
the town is in the parade, there’s not one person left to sit and watch.  That’s us.  Need for the grace of God is 
our common denominator, we’re all in the same parade of sinners.   

Man looks at the outward, the Lord looks at the heart, says 1 Samuel 16.  And oh, the heart, the broken, beat up, 
confused, hearts God sees in us. 

What if we went around, like we were in an AA meeting, and told our stories, the messy parts our hearts 
included.  One heart: a marriage that looks alright, but it’s hanging by a thread and the couple is miserable.  
Another heart: covering it up ok in public, but wrestling with the darkness of depression every day at home.  
Another heart: taught our child the best we could, but some of the decisions he’s made make you wonder if 
anything stuck.  Another heart: I’ve never felt like I really belong here. I wish someone would notice.  Another 
heart: I’m afraid if anyone really knew me they wouldn’t love me.  Another heart: why do I feel like I’ve got no 
purpose.  Another one: my sin is pretty well-known, and I can feel the judging.  And then there’s your heart.   

And so humility before our Lord and each other is the most honest and most beautiful thing.  And Jesus invited 
us this morning again, to confess absolutely any and every sin.  So that He could have them instead of us.  So 
that He could take those sins away. 

So let’s say we went around telling our stories, revealing our hearts.  The last one to go is God.  He reveals His 
heart, in the deepest way, at a cross.  He is so grieved at losing us to our pride and sin that it stirs Him to move.  
He sees our greatest need and answers with a love so great that it will sacrifice a Son, a Son so bent on saving 
that He will come down from heaven and be humbled to death, even death on a cross.  Because, of course, Jesus 
wants you in heaven with Him.  He tells us the story we need to hear over and over again: my forgiveness 
knows no bounds.  I love you with an everlasting love.  You actually are great, wonderful, perfect, lovely, clean, 
righteous, already right now, because that’s what my forgiveness does to you.   

He re-identifies us and we learn we’re not the sum of our pains or our sins.  He gives us a new story, His story, 
to live and to tell, a story of rescue, you are no hypocrite, you are a forgiven sinner.   And this is the best 
common denominator among us: forgiven and free for life in God, every one of us.  In a parade marching home 
to heaven.  

And on the way, Jesus wants to make good use of us.  He can’t stand the thought of losing even one and so he 
reorients the way we think about sinners around us: they are brothers and sisters in need.  And we are called to 
be their keepers, for Jesus sake. 

Alert: Satan has a plan - you pretend that your bother or sister caught in sin will just be okay and it’s none of 
your business anyway.  Because, of course, Satan wants them in hell with him. 

But the love that found you has changed you.  Humility comes in remembering where we came from and the 
grace we now stand in will then not let us stand by.  Just to be watchman, not heart changers, not salesmen, just 
watchmen who ask the Holy Spiri for the right words to say, who ask God to work a miracle, and who speak the 
truth in love and leave the rest to the Lord.   

And that with this promise: when two or three of you pray together, My Father will listen to you.  And when 
you come together as my Church, even if it’s just two or three of you, to work on bringing a lost one back, I’m 
there with you in that. 

That gives us great courage to speak hard things.  To grow in humility, love, patience, to be more sincere and 
honestly, more happy, is to recognize how deeply each one of us needs these promises, how fragile we are on 
our own, but how bold we can be in Christ.  To be, I suppose, a little more childlike. 

Now the man who fell off the boat.  My wife and I had a lovely honeymoon.  One afternoon we water-skied.  
There was a boat driver, a rope guy, us and another couple.  When we finished, the rope guy was up on the back 



of the boat, winding up the rope, putting away the skis.  The boat driver wasn’t paying attention and hit the 
throttle.  The rope guy fell in.  As the driver realized what he’d done and the boat stopped, so did our laughter.  
The large man who had fallen in was drowning.  My wife spent many summers as a life guard and swim 
teacher.  She jumped in, swam to the man, put his arm over her shoulder and said, “just relax, let me do the 
work.”  She swam with a man over twice her side for several minutes until he could stand on the shore.  I’ll 
never forget it.  A life was nearly lost.  But a life was saved.  I bet you would have jumped in too. 

What is a physical life compared to a everlasting soul? Jump in when you see a soul drowning.  They may kick 
you and threaten you and tell you to leave them alone because it’s none of your business. They may think 
drowning is better.  But…..they may repent!  A brother or sister won back.   

Jesus has jumped in and He’s holding you safely above the water.  Relax, He’s done the work, hold on, because 
He’ll bring you safely all the way to the shore. Amen. 


