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St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church 
The Greatest. 
Scripture: Matthew 18:1-9 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
Opening Hymn: God is here! As we your people meet [799] (Abott’s Leigh) 
Choruses: Jesus Messiah, Here I am to worship 
Closing Hymn: Lord, whose love [722] (last verse for conclusion of AGM) 
February 26, 2023   
 
Have you ever met a person 
 And found yourself wondering about them? 
 
Where were they educated? 
 What do they do for a living? 
  What neighborhood they live in 
   and what kind of vehicle they drive? 
 
Whether we like it or not 
 We spend a lot of time and energy 
  Looking at others and making comparisons. 
 
Why?  
 
In part, in part because we are social animals 

and want to understand where we fit  
 in the larger group. 

  
Believing that we rank higher often provides us 

with feelings of comfort and security. 
 
Believing that we rank lower, 

tells us who to pay attention to 
and who we need to impress. 

 
Most of us engage in this status game. 
 It is expressed in our questions and our curiosities, 
  And our constant evaluations. 
 
Don’t think followers of Jesus do this? 
 Next time you see someone new at coffee-time 
  Linger around the visitors at pay attention 
   to the question people ask them: 
 
So what brings you to Kamloops? 
 So you ended up purchasing, eh? 
  Where did you buy a home? 
 
Then listen for the commentary AFTER they have left. 
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“She is the new city manager. 
 Did you know they make more  
  Than all the councillors combined?” 
 
If you can acknowledge that status-seeking 
 Is common human behavior 
  It is not surprising to realise  

that Jesus’ disciples were concerned with it. 
     
Today we heard that the disciples came to Jesus  

and asked, “Who, then, is the greatest  
in the kingdom of heaven?” 

 
We aren’t give the context for this discussion. 
 Maybe it is because Jesus took Peter, James, and John with him 
  Up that mountain where he was transfigured. 
 
Maybe it was starting to become clear 
 That there was an inner circle 
  Developing within Jesus’ group of The Twelve. 
 
Or maybe it simply has to do  

with the disciples’ expectations about Jesus. 
 
Despite all of Jesus’ signals  

that he was a different sort of Messiah, 
  The disciples were expecting him  

to establish an earthly kingdom. 
 
And if Jesus was going to be the new king of Israel, 
 it begs the question about who among them 
  Would be his Minister of Finance and Minister of Defence. 
 
So what does Jesus tells them? 
 How does he answer their question  
  About status, about greatness? 
 
Jesus calls a young boy into their midst 
 And tells them: “unless you return to square one  

and start over like children,  
you’re not even going to get a look at the kingdom,  

let alone get in.”i 
  
As for who will be the greatest, 
 The most prominent in his new reign, 
  Jesus continues:  
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“Whoever humbles himself like this child  

is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”ii 
     
Now if this teaching is shocking to you, 
 You should know if would be scandalous to Jesus’ disciples. 
 
Modern-day parents idolize their youth, 
 And wait on their youngsters. 
 
Amy and I have joined the legion of parents 
 Who serve as their children’s aide-de-camps. 
 
Not only do we clothe them and feed them, 
 We are their drivers and personal assistants, 
  Arranging their playdates and running them 
   Back and forth between all their activities. 
 
This hyper-parenting is a more recent development, 
 So if your kids grew up without such tremendous support, 
  You should know that those in Jesus’ day 

Didn’t dote on their kids either. 
 
Even worse, “[In] the first-century world,  

children were treated like slaves— 
the bottom rung of the ladder of honor— 

completely dependent upon others,  
having no status of their own, vulnerable.iii 

 
So when Jesus calls status-seeking disciples 
 To become children, he is inviting them 

To a life of down-ward mobility. 
 
To be part of Jesus’ reign means renouncing 
 Status, power, privilege and embracing that humble 

Lowly position of a child.  
 
For your information this isn’t a suggestion. 

This is an entrance requirement for Jesus’ kingdom. 
 
And only those who make this journey  

Will be truly great. 
 
You can imagine this didn’t sit well with Jesus’ disciples. 
 “[They] came from the lower ranks of society:  

fishermen, tax collectors, Galileans.  
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They had spent a lifetime of “humbling themselves”  

in the presence of the more powerful,  
honorable people of Israel.  

 
[When] Jesus came and chose them to be his disciples,  

they finally got a taste  
of what it felt like to be on top of the world.  

 
They [certainly] enjoyed the prestige  

of following such a popular, powerful man.  
To lose it all, to start all over again… 

must have sounded like punishment to them.iv 
 
And yet this is the way of Jesus. 
 This is the way of his kingdom. 
  This is Jesus’ way. 
 
PAUSE 
 
It all makes sense  

when you spend a little time thinking about it. 
 
How can God really use us when our best energy 
 is spent jostling for recognition, 

or filling our own ego-needs? 
 
The people God can actually use 
 Are those people who, like little children, 
  follow in obedience, trusting that the heavenly Father 
   Will take care of all our deepest needs. 
 
Some of you may have heard of Henry Nouwen. 
 
Henri Nouwen was a Catholic priest and academician.  

He wrote many books including The Wounded Healer. 
 
Nouwen’s scholarly pursuits  

“took him to a teaching post at Harvard,  
a great accomplishment for anyone in the academic arena.  

 
Yet Nouwen reached a time in his life  

when he was not satisfied.  
 
[And so he] left his comfortable teaching post at Harvard,  

teaching some of the most brilliant students in [America],  
and became a worker at Daybreak,  

a home for adults who were mentally disabled.  
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After Nouwen had been at Daybreak for a time, he wrote: 
 
Most of my past life  

has been built around the idea  
that my value depends on what I do… 

 
I fought my way up to the lonely top  

of a little success,  
a little popularity,  

and a little power.  
 
But now, as I sit beside the slow  

and heavy-breathing Adam [a resident of Daybreak]  
I start seeing how violent that journey was,  

 
so filled with desires to be better than others,  

so marked by rivalry and competition,  
so pervaded with compulsion and obsessions,  

so spotted with moments of suspicion, jealousy,  
resentment, and revenge.”v 

 
As a priest Nouwen spent his best years 
 Seeking status, jostling for position. 
 
But at some point, he realised the emptiness of it all. 
 
He finally heard what Jesus said to his disciples, 
 He opted out of the rat-race, 
  And began to humbly follow his Lord. 
 
PAUSE 
 
Could it be that God is also calling you, 
 Not necessarily leave your work our pursuits, 
  But to inhabit them differently? 
 
Could it be that God is also calling you 
 To embrace a life of downward mobility 
  So that you might be useful in God’s kingdom, 
   And at the same time discover 
    That God’s provides for God’s little children. 
 
May we respond wholeheartedly to God’s call. 
 
Let’s pray. 
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Lord Jesus Christ  

we are reminded that though, 
being in very nature God, 

you did not consider equality with God  
 
something to be used to his own advantage; 
 
rather, you made yourself nothing 

taking the very nature of a servant, 
being made in human likeness, 

humbling yourself in obedience.vi 
 
Lord we confess that many of us have come to you 
 Seeking not to follow, 
  But to find support in our own selfish ambitions. 
 
Lord show us how to become like children. 
 Help us to follow you in obedience and trust. 

For we ask this in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
 

i Matthew 18:2-5 MSG 
ii Matthew 18:4 ESV 
iii Reeves, Rodney. Matthew: 1 (The Story of God Bible Commentary) (p. 360). Zondervan Academic. Kindle Edition. 
iv Ibid 
v Quoted in Pulpit Resource, November 12, 1990 "Ambition." 21 Feb. 2023, www.ministrymatters.com/all/entry/3075/ambition 
vi See Philippians 2 


