
Series: Like a Child 

“Childlike Humility” 

Matthew 18:1-5 

This morning as we open God’s Word, we are beginning a new sermon series that we will be 

focusing on for the next month. Father’s Day is the perfect day to begin this study. Throughout 

the course of this study we will be looking at what it means to live like a child. Children are an 

amazing gift from God. In fact, I imagine that each of our lives has been impacted in some way 

by children. Perhaps we’ve been impacted by our own children, grandchildren, nieces and 

nephews, or just the children of friends. It is likely that all of us have experienced the blessings 

of being around children. Now, as a parent of four children, I understand that at times they can 

be quite difficult. I understand that at times they can push you to your limits. But, I also 

understand that they can be a great source of joy, satisfaction, and fulfillment. When I look at my 

kids I am reminded of how blessed I am to be their dad. I am reminded of how much I love them 

and how much they love me. I am reminded of my calling to shepherd them and lead them to 

know and love the Lord. Parenting and impacting my children is a joy and a fulfillment that no 

amount of words can adequately describe. These are some of the things I think of when I look at 

my kids. This sermon series, though, isn’t about my kids or your kids. It is about all kids and our 

response to them. In fact, throughout this series of sermons I ask you to consider how Jesus sees 

kids and then how He sees you. What does our Lord think about children and what impact should 

this have on our life? In each passage of Scripture, I believe we will see clearly that there are 

many ways that God wants us to be like a child.  

It is important for us to recognize that being childlike doesn’t mean childish. “Childish” means to 

be juvenile and immature. Childish is throwing a temper tantrum when you don’t get your way 

or getting upset over minor things. We aren’t to be childish. In fact, the Bible warns us from 

acting in such a way. Jesus wasn’t encouraging us to be childish. 1 Corinthians 14:20 

commands, “Brethren, do not be children in your thinking; yet in evil be infants, but in your 

thinking be mature.” Paul models this for us. In 1 Corinthians 13:11 he said, “When I was a 

child, I used to speak like a child, think like a child, reason like a child; when I became a man, I 

did away with childish things.” Clearly, we aren’t to be childish, but we are certainly called to be 

childlike. Childlike means that one is simple, trusting, and like a child in virtue and perspective. 

God is encouraging us to have the same disposition and attitude towards Him as children do. 

Maybe you are wondering this morning, “Well that’s great preacher, but I am an adult. How can 

I be childlike again?” Jesus Himself calls us to be like a child and shows us at least four ways 

that we are to be childlike. We see the first one in our text this morning.  

Read Text 

Jesus was great at using illustrations that everyone understood. He often took very simple and 

ordinary illustrations and used them to teach spiritual truths. This was certainly the case in this 

passage where Jesus said that if you want to enter the kingdom of heaven you must be converted 
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and become like a child. I hope to unpack this further through this message today. I want us to 

make three observations that God gives us to help us become childlike in humility.  

I. The Conflict With Our Sin Nature (vs. 1)   

One of the key truths to life is that every single one of us was born with a sinful nature. When I 

say the “sin nature”, I am referring to the fact that ever since the fall of man we have a natural 

inclination and leaning towards rebellion towards God. When left to ourselves, we naturally go 

our own way instead of God’s way. Every single one of us, children included, are born with a 

sinful nature. Romans 3:23 reminds us, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 

David described this sinful nature in Psalm 51:5a, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity.” Due 

to the fall of man, every single one of us has been born with this sin nature. Romans 5:12 

summarizes, “Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death through 

sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned.” It doesn’t take us long to figure out that 

we have a sinful nature. Nobody has to teach a child to lie, cheat, or be selfish. He learns those 

things naturally because of his sin nature. And this sin nature affects every fiber of our being. 

Charles Spurgeon said it well, “As the salt flavors every drop in the Atlantic, so does sin affect 

every atom of our nature. It is so sadly there, so abundantly there, that if you cannot detect it, you 

are deceived.”  

We would like to think that once we are saved then immediately our sin nature is gone. It is true 

that at the moment of salvation we are given a new nature and made a new creation. However, 

this doesn’t mean that we no longer deal with the temptations and struggles of our flesh. In fact, 

it is often after salvation that our eyes are opened and we realize how great the urgings and 

longings of our sinful nature really are. Through salvation, though, we are given the Holy Spirit 

who empowers us to walk in victory. We are given the Holy Spirit who prompts us to crucify the 

old nature and live daily in the new nature of Christ that has been imparted to us. So, at all times 

there is a battle, a conflict, a war that is taking place. The Apostle Paul understood this clearly 

because God spoke through him in Romans 6:11-13 saying, “Even so consider yourselves to be 

dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so 

that you obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the members of your body to sin as 

instruments of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and 

your members as instruments of righteousness to God.” Paul is saying, “Don’t let your flesh win 

the battle. Consider yourself dead to sin and alive to God by presenting your body to God to do 

the things that honor and please Him.” Then in Romans 7:15 Paul confessed his own struggle, 

“For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I 

am doing the very thing I hate.” As a result, it should not surprise us to find in this passage that 

the disciples of Jesus were also human. They were men who had sacrificed much to follow Jesus, 

but they were imperfect. They had many great experiences with Christ and had witnessed 

amazing things, but in this moment we learn that they faced a great struggle with their sinful 

nature. The question that they asked of Jesus revealed three evidences of their sinful nature and if 

we are honest with ourselves we, too, can relate.  

It is important to point out why they brought this question to Jesus. Luke 9:46, one of the 

parallel passages of Scripture, reveals further that the disciples had been arguing amongst 
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themselves about the situation. This causes us to quickly realize that when we have conflict 

within our own flesh, we are bound to have struggles and conflicts with others. Often times when 

we have conflict we like to shift the blame or assume that others are the problem, but God calls 

us to examine our own lives. James 4:1-2a asks, “What is the source of quarrels and conflicts 

among you? Is not the source your pleasures that wage war in your members? You lust and do 

not have; so you commit murder. You are envious and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel.” 

The disciples faced conflict, but not because of others. They faced conflict because of their own 

sinful natures. Notice three things that led to this conflict. 

A. Envy – “At That Time” 

We understand what envy is. It means “a feeling of discontent or covetousness with 

regard to another’s advantages, successes, or possessions.” We could also use the word 

“jealous.” This may sound strange hearing this about the disciples. After all, they were 

grown adults who had been following Jesus for nearly three years. Yet, here we see great 

envy and jealousy in their hearts. We see this in the first three words of the verse. It says, 

“At that time.” Of course, to understand this we have to look at the context of what was 

happening “at that time”. In Matthew 17 we learn of several unique situations of how 

Jesus worked in the lives of some of the disciples. For example, in Matthew 17:1-8 we 

learn of how Jesus took Peter, James, and John up on a mountain. Today we call it the 

Mountain of Transfiguration because Jesus revealed Himself in a supernatural way to 

those three men that day. But notice all of the disciples didn’t have this unique 

experience. Then in Matthew 17:24-27 Peter alone was approached by tax collectors who 

asked if his teacher, Jesus, was going to pay His taxes. Jesus, of course, lived His life to 

serve and didn’t want to give an offense to those who were testing and watching. So, He 

commanded Peter alone to go catch a fish. He explained to Peter that when he caught the 

fish, the fish would have money in its mouth. Jesus’ command required great faith. But 

Peter listened, trusted, and obeyed and personally and individually experienced a great 

blessing.  

Can you imagine being Matthew? After all, he was a tax collector. If anyone should’ve 

experienced that personal miracle it should have been Matthew. He had the most 

experience with taxes anyway. Can you imagine being Andrew, the brother of Peter? You 

think he felt left out? After all, if it wasn’t for Andrew, it seems unlikely that Peter would 

have come to Jesus in the first place. What about all the others? The three of the inner 

circle had an amazing experience and then Jesus selected Peter alone to have another 

amazing encounter. Make no mistake about it, envy was at the heart of their conflict.  

I want to warn you and remind you that envy and jealousy should have no place in our 

hearts and lives. Envy and jealousy can ruin beautiful fellowships and relationships.  

James 3:16 says it well, “For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder 

and every evil thing.” Envy is so dangerous to the body of Christ that Paul had to rebuke 

it 2 Corinthians 12:20 and we must continually be on guard against it today.  

B. Selfishness – “Who is Greatest” 
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What was envy associated with in James 3:16? Selfish ambition. What was associated 

with envy in Matthew 18? The same exact thing. It is a true statement that “When 

Christians are living for themselves and not for others, then there is bound to be conflict 

and division,” – Warren Wiersbe.  

Their selfishness is glaringly obvious compared to the example set before them. Who is 

with these men? Jesus is. In Matthew 20:26b-28 Jesus told us His life purpose and 

mission saying, “Whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant, and 

whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave;
 
just as the Son of Man did not 

come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” Not only was 

this Jesus’ mission but, again, notice the context. Just prior to this conflict among the 

disciples, in Matthew 17:22-23 Jesus warned them that He would be delivered into the 

hands of wicked men who would kill Him and then He would be raised on the third day. 

So, here is Jesus pouring His heart out to them and telling them how He would soon 

suffer and die, and they responded by thinking only of themselves and arguing about their 

own position in His kingdom. They seemed completely clueless about what Jesus was 

saying. They were too consumed with their own selfish agendas to realize what was 

really going on.  

C. Pride – “In the Kingdom of Heaven” 

Pride is thinking higher, better, and more of ourselves than we ought to think. I believe 

that this evidence of our sinful nature was the source of the other two. The source of all 

of this was pride. It was pride that led to envy, causing them each to think that they 

deserved better. It was pride that led to selfishness, thinking that they were the only ones 

that mattered.  

Their pride is seen in the way that they argued who would be greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven. In other words, being in the kingdom of heaven apparently wasn’t enough of a 

blessing to them. They had to determine who would have the best position there. They 

seem to have forgotten that nobody deserves or earns the right to be in heaven. We are 

only allowed to be a part of His kingdom by God’s grace and mercy. So, instead of hearts 

full of gratitude for God’s mercy, their hearts were filled with pride over what they 

thought they deserved.  

Their pride was also seen in the way that they assumed that they would be a part of the 

kingdom of heaven. These were good men who had made many sacrifices to follow 

Jesus. They listened to Him, followed Him, helped Him, served Him, and spoke to others 

about Him. These are Jesus’ disciples that He chose. It is easy to assume that all of them 

would be a part of His kingdom. Such is the case with many today who depend on their 

own religious and righteous acts. Such is the case with those who look to their good 

works as their means of salvation. Such was the case in Luke 18:9-14 (show text). Jesus 

tells us that the Pharisee, in his pride, assumed that he was right with God because he was 

very religious. But notice the indictment that God brings. Verse 9 tells us that Jesus told 

this parable to “people who trusted in themselves that they were righteous.”  
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The struggle with our sinful nature is often seen through our envy, selfishness, and pride. But, 

praise God there is a solution for this conflict. 

II. The Condition That Jesus Requires (vs. 2-3)  

I am thankful that God hasn’t left us alone in our misery and struggles. He hasn’t left us without 

hope or help. He has offered us a cure and a solution to our problem. In spite of our sin, through 

the mercies of God, He has made a way for us to be a part of the kingdom of heaven. He has 

made a way for us to know Him. Many assume that they will just automatically go to heaven. 

Many hope that their life will have enough good in it to earn their way, but that is impossible to 

do. Jesus gives two conditions to being a part of the kingdom of heaven. 

A. We Must be Converted 

The only way that we can be saved from ourselves and our sins is to be converted. The 

word “converted” means “to be turned”. The disciples needed to be turned around in their 

thinking. They were missing the whole point. They had misunderstood what Jesus’ 

kingdom was all about. They were expecting Him to set up a great dynasty on earth and 

they had convinced themselves that this would mean great power and glory for 

themselves. But Jesus says, “Guys, that’s nonsense. If you are going to be a part of the 

kingdom of heaven you must be changed, you must be converted.” All throughout 

Scripture we see the change that Jesus brings to one’s life when they trust Him and 

believe in Him as Lord. This change is called conversion. The point is clear. Mankind 

can’t keep going in their own way and in their sin and experience the kingdom of heaven. 

Man can’t depend on their good works, religious heritage, moral standards, or good name 

to get them into the kingdom of heaven. The only way man can experience the kingdom 

of heaven is by being converted and changed by the power of Christ. Jesus said in Luke 

13:3, “I tell you, no, but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” Then two verses 

later in Luke 13:5 He said the same thing. The point is clear that in order to be saved, we 

must turn from our sin and turn to the Lord.  

B. We Must be Childlike 

 

The disciples had asked, “Who will be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” And they 

waited in anticipation to see how Jesus would answer and which one of the group He 

would promote. But, what Jesus did next couldn’t have been any further from their 

thoughts. They never anticipated what He would do next. Jesus bypassed them all and 

took a small child who was nearby and placed him in His arms and answered, “Unless 

you become like children, you will not (even) enter the kingdom of heaven.” What does 

this mean? What characteristics of a child could Jesus have been referring to? Yes, 

children are a gift from God, but they, too, aren’t perfect. They are sinners just like we 

are. They have been born with the same sinful nature that we have. So, how are children 

different than adults, and how are children different than the attitudes and actions of the 

disciples? I believe that there are many things to point out. 
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They are dependent. We aren’t given many details about this child. We don’t know the 

child’s name or age. However, we can learn from this passage that the child was little. 

When you put the Matthew 18 passage together with the parallel verses in Mark 9:33-37, 

we see what happened. Jesus called the child to Himself, the child likely came to Jesus in 

which he stood beside Him, and then as Jesus gave His instruction He picked up the child 

and put him in His arms. Who did all the work? Who called, lifted, and spoke? Jesus did. 

The child simply responded to the Savior’s voice. Jesus did all the work. What a 

powerful example for the disciples. Because of their good works they were focused on 

how great they would be in heaven, but Jesus wanted them to know that in order to even 

be in heaven you must be completely dependent on the work that He alone could do. This 

is a powerful lesson to us about salvation. We can’t save ourselves. No matter how many 

our works or how great they may appear or how righteous we are perceived to be, we 

must completely depend on the Lord to be saved. Ephesians 2:8-9, “For by grace you 

have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a 

result of works, so that no one may boast.” 

They are tenderhearted to the things of the Lord. Notice what happened here. Jesus 

called the child to Himself and then, next, we see that Jesus set him before them. A child 

is tenderhearted and sensitive to the things of God. Perhaps there is nothing more 

precious than the tenderness and innocence of a child. A child is humble and is very 

tender. I remember several years ago there was a child that wanted to talk to me after one 

of the morning worship services. We started talking and she was telling me that she 

didn’t think she was saved. She was broken and very emotional. She was crying heavily 

because she was so convicted. I asked her why she didn’t think she was saved. She told 

me, “I’m not a Christian because I am so mean to my sisters. If Jesus lived in me I 

wouldn’t have such a bad attitude and act so mean to them. I need to ask Jesus to forgive 

me and save me.” Her heart was so tender and she was so broken over her sin against her 

sisters. Why? Because God was working in her heart and she was tenderhearted and 

sensitive to His leading. This is common among children, but it usually isn’t this way 

with adults. An adult can lie, steal, cheat, abuse, and maybe even murder and never even 

bat an eye, never even feel a thing. Why is it that many Christians can go days without 

reading their Bible and it never even phase them? Because they don’t have a tender heart. 

Why is it that many people can rob from God and fail to give of their tithe? Because they 

don’t have a tender heart. Why is it that a man can lie to his employer and tell half-truths 

to his buddies? Because he doesn’t have a tender heart. Why is it that man can look at 

pornography or sleep with someone other than his wife and not be overwhelmed with 

conviction? Because he doesn’t have a tender heart. God wants all of us to have a tender 

heart. In 2 Kings 22:19, the Bible gives us the clear story of how the people of God had 

sinned. King Josiah’s response was that he was overwhelmed with conviction. As a 

result, the Bible says that he tore his clothes and wept over the sins that had been 

committed. Because of this the Lord said to Josiah, “Because your heart was tender and 

you humbled yourself before the Lord…I truly have heard you.” Friend, God wants all of 

us to have a tender, humble heart towards Him. 
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They are trusting. Notice what else we see about this child. He trusted Jesus. He came 

to Jesus and allowed Him to pick him up. There was complete trust. He didn’t reject 

Jesus. He didn’t turn a deaf ear and ignore His call. He didn’t run the other direction. He 

didn’t offer excuses. He didn’t delay. He simply trusted Jesus. Children by nature are 

very trusting. They believe what you tell them. If you tell a child that God loves him and 

that Jesus came to the earth and died on the cross for all the bad things he’s done, then he 

will believe it is true. But if you tell an adult that God loves him he says, “Then why have 

all these bad things happened? How can you prove that God exists? How do you know 

that He loves me?” You tell an adult that Jesus came to the earth and died on the cross in 

order that they can be forgiven of all the wrong they have done and they say “But, you 

can’t prove that to me.” It serves children well that they are very trusting. It is an example 

to us about how we are to be saved. Adults, parents, teenagers, have you put your trust in 

Jesus Christ to forgive you and save you? Have you put your faith in Him? Jesus said, 

“Unless you are converted and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of 

heaven.”   

III. The Call to Every Child of God (vs. 4-5)   

Jesus’ words have given clear direction about what we must do to enter the kingdom of heaven. 

As Jesus wraps up this portion, however, He was sure to answer the disciples’ question. They 

had asked who would be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. As Jesus answered the question, 

He encourages two primary actions. For all heavenly citizens, this is how we should live and 

what we should do as we live here on this earth. 

A. We Should Model Childlike Humility 

The key to the kingdom of heaven isn’t found in promoting ourselves and battling for 

position and greatness. It is found in being a humble, willing servant. Just as Jesus 

Himself came not to be served but to serve and give His life for the benefit of many, so 

too, should every follower of Jesus do the same. That’s a powerful thought! Do you 

associate with this church to be served or to serve and to give your life for the benefit of 

many? Your answer reveals a lot about your relationship with the Lord. 

B. We Should Minister to Children in Christ’s Name 

Jesus said specifically that we should receive children in His name. In other words, don’t 

reject them. Don’t ignore them. Don’t turn a blind eye or deaf ear. Don’t forget them. 

Receive them in Christ’s name. Love them because Jesus loves them. Serve them because 

Jesus came to serve them. And recognize that what you do for them you are doing for 

Him. It is interesting, isn’t it? Christ showed us that if we want to be in heaven, we must 

be like a child. Today we know that over 90% of those who believe in Christ as Savior 

and Lord do so before the age of 15. Yet, why is it in the average church the hardest place 

to find willing hearts and hands is in the children’s ministry? Jesus warned us strongly in 

Matthew 19:14, “Let the children alone, and do not hinder them from coming to Me; for 

the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.” Don’t hinder children. Many of us 
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hinder children by being passive and uninvolved. May God help us to humble ourselves 

like a child and to regularly minister to children so that they, too, accept Jesus as Lord.  


