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Matthew 18

Given at Beth Messiah

Sydney

3 November 2001

You are the Weakest Link: Hello

 “He called a child to Himself”

For those who are with us for the first time today, we have been studying the book of Matthew, the tax collector turned Y’shua freak. Each week we take a section or sections of the book and see if it has anything to say to us, as 21st century people. 

The woman drives me nuts. She has no manners to speak of, at least nothing Dale Carnegie would recognize as good manners. She insults her guests and treats them with disdain and condescension. Amazing. Quiz contestants and company spokesmen quake before her. But what's behind Anne Robinson's forbidding image?  She has been described as acting like a cross between Cruella deVille and Hitler's mother, a dominatrix, a bossy school ma'am, the Creature from the Black Lagoon, and a POW camp commandant.  All this for her current role as presenter of the quiz program The Weakest Link UK, in which the contestants are able to vote off their rivals to win a relatively small amount of money. 

It has also earned her the title of the Rudest Woman on Television by readers of TV Times. And she loves it. 

"The program is a conspiracy between me and the viewers", she told BBC News Online. "We're curious as to what on earth the contestants are doing there." 

Her co-conspirators love it too. The program is attracting more than six million viewers. Her contemptuous and dismissive phrase "You're the Weakest Link, goodbye", has become something of a national catchphrase. 

The losers take the silent Walk of Shame, leaving, as the presenter likes to remind them, "with nothing". And the program's success has added to Anne Robinson's considerable wealth. 

She reportedly earned £2m last year and has delighted in telling everyone so. And there is more to come. 

Here in Australia of course we have our own knockoff version. Cornelia Frances is the presenter. Known as the feisty Morag from Home and Away, Cornelia is purpose-built for the role of host for The Weakest Link.

She is the first-ever female host of a game show in Australia. 

Born in Liverpool, England, she went on to star in several of Australia’s most successful programs. Prisoner, Cop Shop, Division 4 and Homicide, as well as movies like Outback and The Man From Snowy River II.

Like a strict headmistress, she takes no nonsense, has the capacity to challenge the contestants, think on her feet and carry the demeanor of the host from beginning to end. While most quiz show hosts work hard to make both the contestants and the audience feel comfortable and cozy, Cornelia does neither. Her aim is to keep contestants on their toes and test their mental strength. 

Cornelia’s catchphrase comes when ejecting a losing contestant: ‘You are The Weakest Link. Goodbye!’ 

In Bible days, being a weak link was no great honor. In fact, the weak were the dismissed, the tossed, the vacant. Weakness invited contempt. Weakness allowed others to conquer. And in contrast, God was seen as the God who conquered, the God of strength. Listen to these quotes, 

[2Sam. 22:2 And he said, The LORD is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer; 

Psa. 18:2 The LORD is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer; my God, my strength, in whom I will trust; my buckler, and the horn of my salvation, and my high tower. 

Psa. 31:3 For thou art my rock and my fortress; therefore for thy name’s sake lead me, and guide me. 

Psa. 71:3 Be thou my strong habitation, whereunto I may continually resort: thou hast given commandment to save me; for thou art my rock and my fortress. 

Psa. 91:2 I will say of the LORD, He is my refuge and my fortress: my God; in him will I trust. 

Psa. 144:2 My goodness, and my fortress; my high tower, and my deliverer; my shield, and he in whom I trust; who subdueth my people under me. 

Jer. 16:19 O LORD, my strength, and my fortress, and my refuge in the day of affliction, the Gentiles shall come unto thee from the ends of the earth, and shall say, Surely our fathers have inherited lies, vanity, and things wherein there is no profit.”

Psa. 61:3 For thou hast been a shelter for me, and a strong tower from the enemy. 

Prov. 18:10 The name of the LORD is a strong tower: the righteous runneth into it, and is safe.]
Into that situation, the Son of Man/Son of God, Y’shua enters and since the beginning has been calling the weak and underprivileged; the outcast and dismissed into His family. Today’s lesson is no different. The children and the servant class are both welcome today. There are conditions as we will see, and His righteous anger will be demonstrated against those who don’t play by the rules of the New Kingdom, but remember this phrase, by the presenter in the First Century, You are the Weakest Link, Hello. Let’s read Matthew 18 [see the end for the text]

1. The Scene (1-2)

There arises conflict within the disciples about who is the Greatest. It’s like a messianic game show of Survivor or Weakest Link. Unbelievable, no? After all they’ve gone through together. After they’ve just encountered Him in the Mount of Transfiguration last week. And now to argue over top spot. Voting each other off the Mountain, unbelievable.

2. Humility and greatness (3-4)

3-4 Y’shua responds by warning his disciples that they must turn from their present conduct and attitudes and “become like little children”; for unless they do, they will “never enter the kingdom of heaven” (the consummated kingdom is in view here). The child is held up as an ideal, not of innocence, purity, or faith, but of humility and unconcern for social status. Y’shua advocates humility of mind (v. 4), not childishness of thought (cf. 10:16). With such humility comes childlike trust. The person who truly “humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” : the expression completes a link with v. 1. The thought is not far removed from 5:3 and spoils any thought that the kingdom can be gained by personal merit or violent force (11:12). It is to “little children” that the Lord of heaven and earth reveals his truth (11:25).

3. The heinousness of causing believers to sin (5-9)

5-6 This promise-warning couplet advances the thought by turning attention from the self-humiliation of the true disciple (vv. 3-4) to the way others receive such “little ones”. The opening clauses of v. 5 and v. 6 are roughly parallel. The one who welcomes “a little child like this in my name“ is not welcoming literal children but “children” defined in the previous verses—those who humble themselves to become like children and are Y’shua’s true disciples (cf. “who believe in me” in v. 6). They are not welcomed because they are great, wise, or mighty, but because they come in Y’shua’s name (v. 5). These “little ones” can stumble, even the greatest of them (14:28-31; 26:30-35); but whoever causes them to stumble stands in grave peril. The people most subject to Y’shua’s judgment here are people of the world (cf. v. 7).


The person who “welcomes” one of these “little ones” welcomes Y’shua himself (cf. 10:42). Presupposed here is the world’s animosity. Mere hospitality is not in view but hospitality given because of the “little ones’” link with Messiah; and it is probably presupposed that hospitality motivated in this way would be shown only if the benefactor were already well disposed toward the Lord, or at least moving in that direction. The antithetic alternative, causing the “little ones” to stumble, does not mean that the “little ones” are led into apostasy. Rather, they are rejected or ignored, which causes them to stumble in their discipleship. It may lead to serious sin; but, as in 10:40-42 and 25:31-46, the really grave aspect of the rejection is that it signifies a rejection of Y’shua.


Because such estimates signal both a rejection of Y’shua and a damaging of his people, drowning at sea before the evil is committed is much preferable to eschatological judgment, the eternal fire of hell (vv. 8-9) that awaits the perpetrators (Mk 9:42-49). There always are consequences to bad actions.

7 Y’shua proclaims judgment on the “world”, the  understood as the source of all stumbling. Y’shua pronounces this woe “because of the things that cause” the stumbling already referred to in v. 6. Such things must come; but this inevitability does not relieve the responsibility of the perpetrators. The necessity does not spring from divine compulsion but, like all things, falls nonetheless within the sphere of his sovereignty, so that he may use those very things to accomplish his plan and perfect his people (cf. 24:10-13; 1Co 11:19). Thus, on the one hand the disciples are not to think such opposition strange, for Y’shua himself has declared it must occur; on the other hand they are assured that justice will be done in the end (cf. 26:24).

8-9 Y’shua now abandons denunciation of the world’s causing his disciples to stumble and tells his disciples they may prove to be not only victims but aggressors. Certain attitudes nurtured by them toward other believers could also be sinful; thus, instead of being enticed to sin by outsiders, they would cause their own stumbling. Perhaps the particular believer-to-believer attitude that most needs rooting out is pride; thus vv. 8-9 prepare for the next section.

4. The parable of the lost sheep (10-14)

10 This verse continues the note of humility struck at the discourse’s beginning (vv. 3-4) and the concern for “these little ones” (vv. 5-9). Y’shua is discussing here what will be normative when his passion and resurrection fully inaugurate the messianic community. Its members will be poor in spirit (5:3) and humble (18:3-4), and none will be admitted without these graces. If his disciples become like that, they will belong to the “little children”; if they look down on them, they will share in the woes (vv. 8-9). The warning was not irrelevant: at least one disciple left Y’shua.


Y’shua says that those who believe in him must be treated with respect because “their angels in heaven” always see the face of the heavenly Father. These “angels” are best interpreted as the spirit of believers after death, and they always see the heavenly Father’s face. 

[Can the word “angel” [ from the NIV Greek Bible: 34   [32]   a‡ggeloß, aggelos, n.  [root of: 32, 33, 334, 550, 791, 1334, 1972, 2039, 2040, 2041, 2294, 2295, 2296, 2694, 2858, 2859, 4132, 4133, 4600, 4603, 4615; cf. 72]. angel, messenger; this can refer to a human messenger, such as John the Baptist, or messengers sent by John the Baptist or Jesus, or to the supernatural class of being that serves God: the angel]  be pressed into this interpretation? Yes, for Y’shua teaches that God’s people in the Resurrection “will be like the angels in heaven” as to marriage (22:30) and immortality (Lk 20:36).]

11-13  Y’shua now gives another reason not to despise these “little ones” : the shepherd—the Father—is concerned for each sheep in his flock and seeks the one who strays.  What is the motivation of doing this? Why should we despise/ not despise? The answer is in verse 11. God sent Y’shua to earth, and the Son of Man came to save that which was lost-- the underprivileged or the weakest link. It’s God who started the idea; if you want to follow Him you had best welcome those weakest links, amen? His concern for the one wandering sheep is so great that he rejoices more over its restoration than over the ninety-nine that do not stray. With a God like that, how dare anyone cause even one of these sheep to go astray?

14 Y’shua drives the lesson home: the heavenly Father is unwilling for any of “these little ones” (see comment on vv. 3-6) to be lost. If that is his will, why would anyone else seek to lead one of them astray? God loves each individual sheep, so that the flock as a whole may not lose a single one of its members. On God’s preservation of his own, see comments on 12:32; 13:3-9, 18-23.

5. Treatment of a sinning brother (15-20)

15 Now the thought shifts, but not too far. Y’shua is looking at offenses within the messianic community from the opposite perspective—from the viewpoint of the brother against whom the sin is committed. The proper thing is to confront the brother privately and “show him his fault.” The aim is not to score points over him but to win him over (GK kerdai÷nw; cf. 1Co 9:19-22; 1Pe 3:1), for all discipline, even this private kind, must begin with redemptive purposes (cf. Lk 17:3-4; 2Th 3:14-15; Jas 5:19-20). Y’shua assumes that the individual who personally confronts a brother will do so with true humility (vv. 3-4; cf. Gal 6:1): if it is hard to accept a rebuke, even a private one, it is harder still to administer one in loving humility. Behind this verse stands Lev 19:17. “Do not hate your brother in your heart. Rebuke your neighbor frankly so you will not share in his guilt.”

16 If private confrontation does not work, the next step (backed by regulation regarding civil cases in Dt 19:15) is to take two or three witnesses. Y’shua perceives a link joining his messianic community with ancient Israel. The function of the witnesses is likely to provide witnesses to the confrontation if the case were to go before the whole church. By the united testimony of two or three witnesses, every matter “may be established.”  This was not a gang-up-on-George event, the witnesses were there to watch and listen, not to add their voice.

17 Refusal to submit to the considered judgment of Messiah’s people means that they are to treat the offender as “a pagan or a tax collector.” The flow of the argument and the NT parallels (e.g., Ro 16:17; 2Th 3:14) show that Y’shua has excommunication in mind. Since “you” is singular, Y’shua is suggesting that each member of the community of faith is to abide by the corporate judgment and reminds the disciple of the individual responsibility each believer has toward the others (cf. v. 15).

19-20 These two verses should not in this setting be taken as a promise regarding any prayer on which two or three believers agree. Scripture is rich in prayer promises (21:22; Jn 14:13-14; 15:7-8, 16); but if this passage deals with prayer at all, it is restricted by the phrase “about anything” (lit., “about any judicial matter”). Perhaps Y’shua is also saying that if two individuals in the community come to agreement concerning any claim they are pursuing (presumably on the basis of the church’s judgment, v. 18), it will be allowed or ratified by their heavenly Father. This is because God’s will and purpose stand behind the binding and loosing of v. 18 and also because (cf. “for,” v. 20) the presence of Y’shua is assured with the two or three judges solemnly convened before the church and by the church to render a decision.


Here as elsewhere, Y’shua takes God’s place: he will be with the judges (cf. 28:20). Y’shua implicitly points forward to a time when, as “God with us” (1:23), he will be spiritually present with the “two or three” and with all his followers; and he presupposes that this time will be of considerable duration (see comment on 24:1-3).


The idea of the minyan, the quorum required for certain prayers to be offered in synagogue is here understood. The minyan became defined as 10 men over the age of 13 who could pray certain prayers together, and without the needed quorum, the prayers could not be said. Y’shua lowers the limit, making a congregation any size over 1, and heightened His own responsibility into that congregation, and lowering man’s role to be sure.


I once heard a Jewish believer say it like this, based on a realistic view of Israel and the difficulties most Jewish people have in getting along… “If you get two or three Jewish folks together and they agree on something… I want to show up and see how you did it!”

6. Forgiveness (18:21-35)

a. Repeated forgiveness (18:21-22)

Three old sisters, 92, 94, and 96 years old respectively all lived together. One day the oldest drew a bath. She put one foot in the water, paused, then called downstairs to her sisters. "Am I getting in the tub or out of the tub?'

The middle sister started up the stairs to help, then paused and called back downstairs. "Was I going up or coming down?"

The youngest sister who was sitting at the kitchen table having tea, said, "I guess I'll have to help.  I hope I never get that forgetful" and she knocked on wood. She got up then, paused, and called, "I'll come up as soon as I see who's at the door!"

[Larry Arnott in Wit & Wisdom]

There are times to remember and times to forget
21-22 The issue here is not the adjudication of the church, still less the absolute granting of forgiveness by the church (only God and Y’shua can ultimately forgive sins), but personal forgiveness (cf. 6:14-15). In rabbinic discussion, the consensus was that a person might be forgiven a repeated sin three times; on the fourth, there was no forgiveness. Peter, thinking himself big-hearted, volunteers “seven times” in answer to his own question.


Y’shua’ response alludes to Ge 4:24: Lamech’s revenge is transformed into a principle of forgiveness. Y’shua is not saying that seventy-seven times or a literal 490 is the maximum limit, nor that the forgiveness is so unqualified that it alleviates the discipline and procedural step just taught (vv. 15-20). Rather, he teaches that forgiveness of fellow members in his community of “little ones” ( vv. 5-6) cannot possibly be limited by frequency or quantity; for, as the ensuing parable shows (vv. 23-35), all of them have been forgiven far more than they will ever forgive.


In other words, don’t keep score. There will be weak links among you, and you will continue to forgive them and they will continue to say thank you and they will continue to sin and you will continue to forgive them and they will feel terrible and you will forgive them.. etc. Don’t vote them off your game show. We all must win to win. Get it?

b. The parable of the unmerciful servant (18:23-35)

23 Since Y’shua requires his followers to forgive, he goes on to tell a parable about the present kingdom. The reign of God establishes certain kinds of personal relationships, portrayed by this parable, whose point is spelled out in v. 35. Messiah has just been discussing the question of repeated, personal forgiveness (vv. 21-22) and the reasons for it. Those in the kingdom serve a great king who has invariably forgiven far more than they can ever forgive one another. Therefore failure to forgive excludes one from the kingdom, whose pattern is to forgive.

24-27 The indebtedness described here could not possibly be covered by selling the family into slavery: top price for a slave fetched about one talent, and one-tenth that amount or less was more common. The practice of being sold for debt was sanctioned by the OT (Lev 25:39; 2Ki 4:1), though such slaves had to be freed in the year of Jubilee. We glimpse some idea of the size of the indebtedness here. Remember David donated three thousand talents of gold and seven thousand talents of silver for the construction of the temple, and the princes provided five thousand talents of gold and ten thousand talents of silver (1Ch 29:4, 7). 


In this parable selling the slave and his family does not mean the debt is canceled but rather highlights the servant’s desperate plight. With neither shekels enough nor hope, he begs for time and promises to pay everything back (v. 26)—an impossibility. So the master has mercy on him and cancels the indebtedness (v. 27). The king mercifully then decides to look on the loss as a bad loan rather than embezzlement.

28-31 In light of what just happened, the servant’s attitude is shocking. The amount owed him is not insignificant: though worth but a few dollars in terms of metal currency, it represented a hundred days’ wages for a foot soldier or common laborer. Yet the amount is utterly trivial compared with what has already been forgiven him. This obvious comparison is intentional by the Lord. He wants to highlight and make very obvious the contradiction of the actions. 

The similarity of his fellow servant’s plea (v. 29) to his own (v. 26) does not move this unforgiving man, and he has him thrown into a debtor’s prison (v. 30). Even an inexpensive slave sold for five hundred denarii, and it was illegal to sell a man for a sum greater than his debt. But the other servants (v. 31), deeply distressed by the inequity, tell the master everything.

32-34 The king now calls the servant whom he had forgiven “wicked” (v. 32) and, forgoing selling him, turns him over to the “torturers” (cf. vv. 6, 8-9). He is to be tortured till he pays back all he owes (v. 34), which he can never do. I’ve heard preachers say that ‘torturers” or “tormentors” are things like bills that don’t go away and migraine headaches. Things that drive us mad inside based on our own inability to forgive others.

35 Y’shua sees no incongruity in the actions of a heavenly Father who forgives so bountifully and punishes so ruthlessly, and neither should we. Indeed, it is precisely because he is a God of such compassion and mercy that he cannot possibly accept as his those devoid of such compassion and mercy. This is not to say that the king’s compassion can be earned: far from it, the servant was granted freedom only by virtue of the king’s forgiveness. As in 6:12, 14-15, those who are forgiven must forgive, lest they show themselves incapable of receiving forgiveness.

 Invitation

So… let me ask you. Have you met Y’shua the One who forgives sins and who tells us to forgive others? Do you know the Son of Man came to seek and to save that which was lost, and that was you?  Will you confess Y’shua?  Will you humble yourself and be converted and become like a little child? If so, if you would like to receive Him now, pray this prayer and receive His love and grace. Father, forgive me in the name of Y’shua for all my sins. He was the Savior and the fulfillment of all prophecies about Messiah. He is the one and the only one who can save me from my selfishness, from my sin. I acknowledge Y’shua as that one who wants to free me, and who alone can free me. I repent of my sin and accept Y’shua as my deliverer. By faith I am now born again by the Holy Spirit. Amen.

If you prayed that prayer, please talk to me after the service is over, so we can talk about growing in this knowledge and this relationship with God.

For online folks only

For those reading this sermon online and who have just prayed that prayer, please email me straightaway so we can ‘talk.’ Also online folks, you get two extra features that the ones listening don’t get. One, the references in parentheses are not usually cited verbally. Hence you can do  further study more slowly. Second if you don’t have this Bible handy…here’s the actual text from New American Standard Bible (the one I like to use)

Words in [brackets] are usually for reference and not read aloud. 

You do have a disadvantage by reading and not attending, as often in the sermon I will add thoughts of Spirit-led information that seem to rise from the kishkes for the people present. I suppose someone could tape the sermons and fill in with those additions to (and sometimes subtractions from) the text, but that’s a noble work to which no one has offered himself and I doubt I would even do so myself. In the meantime, you have what is generally accurate. It’s the Torah without the Talmud, if you know what I mean. Enjoy! 

______________________________________________________________

Matt. 18:1 ¶ At that time the disciples came to Y’shua, saying,  “Who then is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” 

Matt. 18:2 And He called a child to Himself and set him before them, 

Matt. 18:3 and said,  “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

Matt. 18:4  “Whoever then humbles himself as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 

Matt. 18:5  “And whoever receives one such child in My name receives Me; 

Matt. 18:6 but whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to stumble, it is better for him that a heavy millstone be hung around his neck, and that he be drowned in the depth of the sea. 

Matt. 18:7 ¶  “Woe to the world because of its stumbling blocks! For it is inevitable that stumbling blocks come; but woe to that man through whom the stumbling block comes! 

Matt. 18:8  “And if your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it from you; it is better for you to enter life crippled or lame, than having two hands or two feet, to be cast into the eternal fire. 

Matt. 18:9  “And if your eye causes you to stumble, pluck it out, and throw it from you. It is better for you to enter life with one eye, than having two eyes, to be cast into the fiery hell. 

Matt. 18:10  “See that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I say to you, that their angels in heaven continually behold the face of My Father who is in heaven. 

Matt. 18:12  “What do you think? If any man has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go and search for the one that is straying? 

Matt. 18:13  “And if it turns out that he finds it, truly I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine which have not gone astray. 

Matt. 18:14  “Thus it is not the will of your Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones perish. 

Matt. 18:15 ¶  “And if your brother sins, go and reprove him in private; if he listens to you, you have won your brother. 

Matt. 18:16  “But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed. 

Matt. 18:17  “And 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-gatherer. 

Matt. 18:18  “Truly I say to you, whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 

Matt. 18:19  “Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven. 

Matt. 18:20  “For where two or three have gathered together in My name, there I am in their midst.” 

Matt. 18:21 ¶ Then Peter came and said to Him,  “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and I forgive him? Up to seven times?” 

Matt. 18:22 Y’shua said to him,  “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven. 

Matt. 18:23  “For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a certain king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. 

Matt. 18:24  “And when he had begun to settle them, there was brought to him one who owed him ten thousand talents. 

Matt. 18:25  “But since he did not have the means to repay, his lord commanded him to be sold, along with his wife and children and all that he had, and repayment to be made. 

Matt. 18:26  “The slave therefore falling down, prostrated himself before him, saying,  ‘Have patience with me, and I will repay you everything.’ 

Matt. 18:27  “And the lord of that slave felt compassion and released him and forgave him the debt. 

Matt. 18:28  “But that slave went out and found one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and he seized him and began to choke him, saying,  ‘Pay back what you owe.’ 

Matt. 18:29  “So his fellow slave fell down and began to entreat him, saying,  ‘Have patience with me and I will repay you.’ 

Matt. 18:30  “He was unwilling however, but went and threw him in prison until he should pay back what was owed. 

Matt. 18:31  “So when his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were deeply grieved and came and reported to their lord all that had happened. 

Matt. 18:32  “Then summoning him, his lord said to him,  ‘You wicked slave, I forgave you all that debt because you entreated me. 

Matt. 18:33  ‘Should you not also have had mercy on your fellow slave, even as I had mercy on you?’ 

Matt. 18:34  “And his lord, moved with anger, handed him over to the torturers until he should repay all that was owed him. 

Matt. 18:35  “So shall My heavenly Father also do to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother from your heart.”
