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Text 
"Then little children were brought to Jesus for him to place his hands on them and pray 

for them. But the disciples rebuked those who brought them. 

“Jesus said, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom 

of heaven belongs to such as these.’ When he had placed his hands on them, he went on 

from there." (Matthew 18.21-35, NIV) 

 

Introduction 

 

While on his way to Jerusalem to be crucified for sins not his own, Jesus is approached 

by a bunch of people who want him to lay his obviously holy hands on their children and 

to pray for them. They must realize that he has some special connection with God. And 

they would have him use this 'in' that he has with the Creator of the universe on their kids' 

behalf. The child mortality rate was huge back then. I heard one man say that many 

children in Egypt at this time did not live past 10 years old. So they were probably 

desperate to find someone who could get God’s help for their kids. And their best guess 

was that Jesus might be able to do that. 

 

Now, these parents most likely just thought that Jesus was a holy man. They probably did 

not know Jesus' true identity, at least not to its fullest extent. But can even we, who claim 

to know him as the only Son of God, claim to comprehend him? No. But God has 

graciously revealed his divine Son to us. Although we creatures cannot comprehend him, 

this gracious God has entrusted to us the ability to apprehend him. And our apprehension 

of this man who was God is no less than a participation in his own human apprehension 

of God (cf. Jn. 10.14-15). The Father has by his Holy Spirit raised his people from the pit 

of godlessness with Jesus to such a height that, insofar as it is possible for us lowly 

creatures, we have through our union with Christ actually now begun to participate in 

God's own knowledge of and delight in God! “Knowing you, Jesus, knowing you, there is 

no greater thing…” because there is no greater person, because this person is of the same 

substance with God the Father! 

 

Knowing Jesus is a really big deal! And we’ve only begun to realize just how big of a 

deal! And this kind of participation in the knowledge of God is not attained by any works 
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or steps of deduction we sinners could ever take up to this infinitely holy God, but only 

because he has miraculously descended to us and became a human child who grew and 

lived and died and arose for us. 

 

Now, although these parents did not know Jesus fully, they did do well with what 

knowledge they had. And so how much more reason do we have to take our children to 

Jesus, who have this thick, complete Bible that is all about him? We had better take our 

children before his throne every day. We cannot do any good thing without him, let alone 

parent these precious, difficult, little ones. The prospect of rearing children well is an 

impossible prospect without Jesus. So let us not just cry on our beds, but cry out to him 

for the souls of our kids. We would do well to constantly bring our sons and daughters to 

him to be blessed. 

 

But the disciples stiff-armed the caretakers and their kids in today's passage. But Jesus 

responded in verse 14 saying, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder 

them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.” And "When he had 

placed his hands on them, he went on from there." Look at the way the disciples and 

Jesus are compared in this story. The disciples serve as a foil, against which the loving, 

tender, welcoming heart of Jesus is cast. Jesus does not exclusively care for the so-called 

'important' people of society, as the disciples may have presumed. He is no respecter of 

faces or wealth, prestige, ability, or age. His heart is full of love and welcomes those we 

would tend to ignore or despise: the weak, the poor, the sick, ugly, smelly, dirty little 

ones who have no ability to help themselves. Jesus lays his hands on them. He welcomes 

and blesses them. God in the flesh touches them. The Lord came down, and he would 

gladly drink the cup of even the "untouchable" caste, the Dalits, in India, so that they 

might lift up the cup of his salvation and call on his name. 

 

The kingdom of heaven has begun to come to earth in Christ. And this heavenly kingdom 

is more earthy than anyone could imagine. In Matthew's gospel we are beginning to see 

how counter-intuitive this kingdom really is. He loves the unlovable and marginalized, 

and pays no regard, as we'll see in next week's passage, to the things in society we would 

naturally assume he would be impressed by. 

 

Now, Jesus does love children as we can see plainly in today's passage. But if we stop 

there we will miss something crucial. Although we can gladly say that some children are 

in his kingdom, notice that he does not say that the kingdom belongs to children. Listen 

to what he says. He says, 'the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.' It belongs 

to those who are 'such as these' children are. I’d like to show you what it means, because 

I think the main thing we need to see in today’s passage is just this: If you want into the 

kingdom of heaven, then you must come to Jesus like a little child.  
 

So we would do well to ask ‘What are children like?’ We'll then ask what we are like. 

And then we'll wrap it up asking what Jesus is like. But before we begin, let's ask our 

great daddy for help to really get what he has for us here, because if you want into his 

kingdom, you must come like a little child. Let's pray. 
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Our Father in heaven, daddy, you are so big. But we don't know that like we need to 

because we are so big in our own self estimation. God, please humble us by your holy 

Son's grace and truth. Send your Spirit to us now and eclipse our delusions of our own 

grandeur. Let us escape from our self absorption through the glory of God the Son's 

humiliation and exaltation. For it's in his name that we ask for your help now. Amen. 

 

Charles Spurgeon once said, ‘As diamond cuts diamond, so Scripture interprets 

Scripture.’ So we can admire the beauty of today’s passage all the more by recognizing 

that Jesus is sort of repeating himself here. When we hear him say in verse 14 that ‘the 

kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these’ children we should see it as a literary 

hook that jogs our memory of another time Jesus spoke this way. He began The Sermon 

on the Mount with the beatitude, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom 

of heaven’ (Mt. 5.3). The kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these. I like the way 

the New Living Translation glosses this verse: ‘God blesses those who realize their need 

for him, for the Kingdom of Heaven is given to them.’  

 

Additionally, do you remember what Jesus did in the beginning of chapter 18? It says 

there: 

 

At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who is the greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven?” He called a little child and had him stand among them. And 

he said: “I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, 

you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself 

like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  

 

Jesus is doing the same thing in today's passage that he did in chapter 18, calling children 

to serve as a visual aide for something his disciples keep having a hard time getting, 

because it's so counter-intuitive. It’s like saying that the way up is down. It's so other-

worldly. It takes this world's values and flips them on their head. That’s why the 

Christian life is one of continual repentance. The Greek word for repentance means a 

change of mind. And we are in constant need to be sanctified by the renewing of our 

minds in the truth of God’s word. 

 

What are children like? 

 

Jesus uses children as a visual aide for the kind of people who are in God’s kingdom. 

That means we should ask what children are like. There are many things I could tell you 

about my boys, and many of you could also share things about the kids you love as well. 

But since our faith rests on God’s Word as opposed to our experience, let’s ask God’s 

Word this question: What are children like? And this passage responds with a few 

answers. 

 

First, we see just the simple fact that children are ‘little’ (NIV). If  they could be 

‘brought’ to Jesus, then they were probably little enough to be carried. Kids are small in 

their own eyes and in the eyes of others. 
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Second, these little children are belittled. They get ‘rebuked’ in this verse. They are both 

literally and figuratively looked down on. 

 

Third, children are dependent. Verse 13 says they were ‘brought’ to Jesus. They depend 

on others to be brought places, fed, changed, loved. 

 

And finally, these children appear graceless and needy. They need to be blessed. They 

need Jesus, as verse 13 says, ‘to place his hands on them and pray for them.’ 

 

What are we like? 

 

So these kids are little, belittled, dependent on others and very needy to be blessed by 

Jesus. And if “the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these,” then we should now ask 

‘What are we like?’ in comparison with these children? 

 

Are you little? Or do you seem rather big? I remember as my grandparents were passing 

away getting to know a man at the funeral home named, Giles. He studied handwriting 

analysis, which I found very interesting. I remember him looking at one man’s signature 

that took up an exorbitantly large space on the guest book. He said that the way he signed 

his name made it seem like he thought a little too much of himself. What do you think 

about your own name and reputation? What’s your motivation for wanting to have well-

behaved kids? Is it for their sake or for yours, the sake of wanting to look like a good 

parent to others or even to God? Whether you have kids or not, the question stands: Are 

you little? Only the little can truly lose themselves in God’s greatness. 

 

Are you belittled? Or do you seem rather honorable? Jesus told us to beware when all 

men speak well of us. This doesn’t mean we purposely act foolishly, but the gospel of the 

kingdom seems like foolishness to those who are perishing. Will you so orient your life 

around the good news of Jesus that you will find yourself getting rebuked for it? Jesus 

did. 

 

Do you have an abiding sense of your own utter dependence on your heavenly Father? Or 

do you pride yourself on your independence? Do you consider yourself a self-made man 

or woman? This kind of autonomy is deadly. It is death actually, because it’s 

independence or separation from the living, life-giving God. Are you a functional atheist? 

Do you operate as if you do not live before the face of God, and as if you do not depend 

on him for your every breath and your daily bread? Are you too afraid to depend on 

anyone lest you get hurt? If so, my question to you is this: How else are you going to get 

to Jesus? You need to be carried. The church is here to pick you up in her arms and bring 

you to Jesus. Depend on her like a child. 

 

Or do you even recognize your great need to be blessed by Jesus? Do you really think 

you have everything you need in yourself? That’s like the snake who thought his hunger 

would be satisfied by eating his own tail. Self does not satisfy! You have to look away 

from yourself to Christ if you’re ever to find the blessings from God your hungry soul 

really desires. 
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What is Jesus like? 

 

So let’s look to him! Maybe you don’t often seem like a child: little, belittled, dependent 

on others and needy to be blessed by God. And if that’s the case, then that’s very bad 

news, because the kingdom only belongs to the childlike. But the good news is that Jesus 

became childlike for us!  

 

Look at what Jesus is like. He became little, belittled, dependent on others and needy to 

be blessed by God for us! He became little. Almighty God, whom heaven and earth 

cannot contain allowed himself to be contained in the small womb of a teenager. He 

allowed himself to somehow be miraculously conceived in a virgin’s womb. Though he 

was God, he became a human just like you and me. And he grew from an infant all the 

way up into an adult in his early thirties. This divine person of the tripersonal God, 

coequal in glory and of the same nature as God the Father and God the Spirit came and 

added to himself the same nature as us frail humans. And he did this for us! He came 

down that he might lift us up. He became little so that we could grow up into the measure 

of his full stature. God the Son participated in our alienated relationship with God so that 

we might participate in his own restored human relationship with God! 

 

He was belittled. When he began his ministry his own family thought he was mad. He 

was rebuked by Peter for saying that he was going to be crucified. Rebuked like a child 

who doesn’t know what he’s talking about. And he did this for us! He took the dishonor 

we deserve so that we could take the honor that only he deserves. Only he deserves to be 

called Son of God. This is surely what the Bible gets at by calling him the ‘only Son’ of 

God. He is the true Isaac. But God the Father really does sacrifice him in order to cut a 

covenant with us and bless all nations. ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his one 

and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life’ (Jn. 

3.16). He is God’s only Son. But he entered into such solidarity with us that not only did 

everything that was ours become his, but now everything that is rightfully his alone is 

now ours by his grace—even his sonship! His relationship with the Father is ours now! 

So we don’t have to fear being spurned by God the Father when we approach him. If we 

are united with his Son by faith, then he loves us no less than he loves his one and only, 

eternally-begotten Son. Behold the fact that we are not stiff-armed by God as we deserve 

to be! Behold, rather, what manner of love the Father has given unto us that we should be 

called his children! 

 

Not only did Jesus become little and belittled, but this great God also became dependent 

on others and needy to be blessed by God. He was ‘brought’ (Lk. 2.22) by his parents to 

be blessed in the temple. While on earth during his ministry, he was homeless. So he was 

dependent on the help of his friends. He had no place to lay his head until he laid it on his 

chest on the cross.  

 

And there on the cross we see him in his greatest hour of need, when no mere human 

could help him. In fact all humans deserted him, turned on him, ridiculed him, mocked 

and killed him. While on the cross God the Son was the most needy creature in the 
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universe. While his heart melted like wax within his chest, and while he suffocated 

laboring to lift his chest to breathe, he said, ‘I thirst.’ So needy was he for some blessing 

from God. He looked for someone to take pity on him, but there was no one, neither 

found he any. He looked for blessing, but found only a curse. Instead of the Lord blessing 

him, lifting up his countenance upon him and making his face shine down upon him, the 

midday sun was darkened and Jesus cried out with a loud voice, ‘My God, My God, why 

have you forsaken me?’  

 

And this he willingly did for us! He was cursed and became a curse for us so that we 

might be blessed and become a blessing for others. He bore our curse on the cross so that 

we might enjoy his blessings at his resurrection! His justification. His sanctification. His 

adoption and inheritance. His glorification. We enjoy every blessing imaginable in our 

risen and ascended Savior. He took our death that we might participate in his new life! 

We believers were crucified and raised with him so that we might die to sin and live for 

God. His mortification of sin and vivification as a new creation is ours! His humiliation 

and exaltation is ours in him!  

 

And that humiliation and exaltation is the whole point of this passage. Only those who 

humble themselves like little children will be exalted to enjoy the kingdom of heaven as 

their own. Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, but whoever humbles himself will be 

exalted. Left to ourselves we are not humble like children. But the gospel, the good news 

of what Jesus has done for us, creates this childlike humility within us. It does this for us 

in many ways. Here are just a few: 

 

First, it reminds us that we are not God. Only God can work the miracles of the 

incarnation and the resurrection. Only he can make a virgin pregnant with God himself. 

Only he can raise his Son from the dead so that death no longer is master over him. Only 

God can ultimately forgive sin, so that we can be assured that there is now no 

condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. There is only one God, and you are not 

he. There is a fundamental reorientation that begins to take place in the heart of people 

who believe the gospel. It's a reorientation of God-centeredness. We count ourselves as 

dead to sin and alive to God in and through Christ's death and resurrection. So then as a 

fellow creature, living before the face of God for the glory of God, we will begin to act 

accordingly. We'll begin to relate with you as your fellow creatures, not as your God. 

You don't ultimately answer to us, so we should gradually become less heavy-handed in 

our relationships, knowing that we aren't the ultimate Judge and that we can't do any 

good apart from God. We begin entrusting all of the things that God alone can do (like 

save and change people) to God alone. So that's one way the gospel humbles us, knowing 

that we're not God.  It cuts us down to size, so that we are free to be little in everyone's 

eyes. 

 

Second, it reminds us that we are not holier than thou. We are sinners. The worst of 

sinners. It took nothing less than the blood of God the Son to atone for our sins. God 

justifies the wicked. Have you been justified by faith in Christ? Then guess what, you are 

wicked. So then we have no justifiable reason to look down our long noses on anyone, 

even our kids. Nor can we rightly look down on even those who look down on people. 
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We cannot rightly belittle people. Actually, we even become free to be belittled for the 

sake of Christ's name. 

 

Third, the gospel humbles us by giving God to us as our Father. And when we climb up 

into his lap, we find others sitting there too. In fact, we sometimes need their help to 

know him better. Often times actually. That's why Christ made this church thing. The 

gospel creates a community where people begin to learn how to both give and receive 

help to and from one another. With God as our Father we have other brothers and sisters 

who love us. 

 

Fourth, we have the good news that in Christ we believers have every Spiritual blessing, 

seated with him in his heavenly kingdom. It awakens us to our need to be blessed by 

Jesus. It then comforts us by showing us that that we will always be blessed in him. He is 

all that we need. And we actually do have him, because he has us. So then, we actually do 

have all that we need in Christ. That's something that's so easy to forget. We can be so 

dissatisfied or overwhelmed with longing in this world. So we need to come to church, to 

hear the word, and receive the sacraments to be reminded that, even though we don't see 

it yet, we believe that we do have all that we need in Christ. Our cups overflow.  

 

I'm sure there are many more ways the gospel creates childlike humility for us.  But I 

bring this up because If you want into the kingdom of heaven, then you must come to 

Jesus like a little child.  If you want that childlike humility, then you have to look to 

Jesus clothed with his own gospel, trusting in him who did not try to save himself but 

entrusted his own soul to him who was able to save him from death. Let's look to him 

now, remembering him and his work in the meal he gave us to eat together. 

 

The Lord’s Supper 

 

On the night he was betrayed, Jesus prayed to his Father like a child. And on that night he 

told us to eat bread to remind us of his body, the body of God the Son broken for us. And 

he told us to drink wine, whose red drops would remind us of how he was the true Lamb 

of God, sacrificed in our place for our sins. 

 

Benediction 

May you humble yourselves like children under God the Father's merciful and gracious 

hand, so that he might lift you up together with his Son in due time. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Adam Smith on Sunday morning, July 15, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was written to 

be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and proclaims 

the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 

 


