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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, And calling to him a child, he put him in the midst of them 
and said, “Truly, “I say to you, unless you turn and become like 
children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 This text could easily make five sermons. It’s so important 

because in it Jesus teaches us how to deal with one another. Last 

week, he taught us what to expect of the Christ, and what to expect 

following that Christ would mean for our lives in the world. Today, he 

teaches us what to expect following that Christ to mean for living 

with one another in the church. And, notice what his focus is: 

temptation, sin, repentance, forgiveness. Isn’t it amazing that we see 

our relationships at church as having to do with every bit of small 

talk under the sun, but no discussing temptation, sin, repentance, 

and forgiveness… and yet Jesus teaches, this is how you show one 

another Christian love: you are willing to roll up your sleeves and do 

the dirty work of laying bare each other’s spiritual need, encouraging 

one another through defending from temptation and sin, calling to 

repentance, retaining the sins of the impenitent and forgiving the 

penitent with the authority of Christ. 
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 But we cannot live in such Christian love toward each other if 

our egos are what they are. We sinners are too proud/protective of 

our reputation to deal with one another in the way of Christ. We 

reason, “Sure, I’ll show someone else they’re wrong, but don’t 

expect me to bear their burden, and certainly don’t expect me to 

consider that I might be wrong.” 

 So, Jesus begins by putting us in our place… or, more truly, 

putting a child in our place: our text says, “calling to him a child, he 

put him in the midst of them and said, ‘Truly I say to you, unless you 

turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of 

heaven.’” 

 This is a divine threat to our ego. How often we are willing to 

say, “If I sin by doing or not doing something, I will never enter the 

kingdom of heaven.” But, in our idolatry of ourselves, we very 

seldom admit, “If I keep thinking so highly of myself (keep protecting 

my ego), I will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” And yet, that’s 

exactly what Christ warns you. 

 Now, he does not say, “If you act like children, you will enter 

the kingdom of heaven.” How often does our pride show itself that 

way! Childishly, we think our way is the only right way, our thoughts 

are the greatest in the kingdom of heaven! How often in our society, 

when someone finds themselves on the short end of the stick, do 

they – like little children – cry, “It’s not fair!” or “You’re a hater!” But, 

as much fun as we’d have pointing out how that happens every 
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American election cycle, Jesus isn’t speaking of life in the kingdom of 

the left, but in the kingdom of heaven (the Church). He says “become 

like children,” not “act like children.” Didn’t St Paul say, “When I was 

a child, I spoke as a child, thought as a child… when I became a man, 

I put away childish things”?  

 Not “act like children,” but “Become like children,” Jesus 

says… and he explains: “Whoever humbles himself like this child is 

the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” 

 Now, He doesn’t mean, “Jump headlong into pietism and 

show everyone how humble you are! Go around saying, ‘yes, I’m a 

far worse sinner than you, chief of sinners… look how humble I am.’” 

That’s just another form of self-justifying pride! 

 Rather, he means, a child is humble to learn the Word of 

God. And, through the Word of God, opened to you are all the 

treasures of the kingdom of heaven. 

 Friends, it is a bittersweet truth – and every pastor can attest 

to it – that young children are often much better students of 

Scripture than we adults are. We adults want to judge the Scriptures 

and the teaching and preaching of them. And where the Scriptures 

disagree with ‘my adult ways and life experiences,’ we then deem 

the teaching and preaching of the Scriptures “merely the preacher’s 

opinion.”  We hear, “Sex apart from marriage is fornication, as is 

pornography and lewd comments and fantasizing; and LGBTQ are 

not godly alternative lifestyles, but is sin,” and we say, “That’s just 



  4 

                                                                   4 

your outdated opinion… get with the times.” Again, “Dear Christian, 

I’ve learned that you are caught in sin and need to repent of it”… and 

we respond, “Get your nose out of my business.” And again, “I, as a 

called and ordained servant of the Word and by the authority of 

Christ”… “Oh, those pastors think so highly of themselves.” And 

again, “Nothing can create faith – not contemporary worship, not 

small groups, not welcoming innovations – nothing except the Holy 

Spirit working in Word and Sacrament”… “Oh, this pastor needs to 

learn what people want.”  

 Isn’t this commonly how we hear the Scriptures?... whatever 

we don’t like about them, we say, “Well, that’s just the opinion of 

whoever spoke those Scriptures.” We know we can’t say “it’s wrong” 

– it’s right there in the Word of God – but in our generation, the 

great equalizer is, “That’s not my opinion/ interpretation.” We adults 

are a prideful bunch.  

 Luther responded to such pride by echoing our Old 

Testament reading and reminding his hearers, “If I don’t point out 

and warn you about your sin, then your sin belongs to me… and I 

don’t want to burn in hell for your sin. So, I’m going to tell you your 

sins… because it is far better for me to be condemned by my hearers 

than to be condemned by God!” 

 Yes, Luther knew what Ezekiel knew… that somehow God’s 

Word preached by anyone suddenly isn’t heard as God’s Word 

leading to repentance, but a preacher’s word leading to defiance. 
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Luther typically preached four times a week, but in 1530 – as people 

did not respond to the Catechisms with the fruit of faith as he hoped 

– he became so bitter about their response to the preaching of Law 

and Gospel that he quit preaching for the whole year(!) and gave the 

task to another pastor in the parish. And, forget Luther’s frustration, 

when Jesus proclaimed God’s Word to the crowds – “Whoever eats 

my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life” – the adults all left, so 

that he had to turn to his disciples (his ‘children’) and ask, “Will you 

leave also?’ 

So hear Jesus’ admonition again: “Become like little 

children.” 

 I can honestly say I don’t even need one finger or toe to 

count the number of times in the last ten years a child in Sunday 

School or confirmation has heard the Scriptures taught or 

proclaimed and responded, “Well, that’s just your opinion.” Our 

children realize better than we do, the Word of God is the Word of 

God, no matter what sinner speaks it. Now, of course, as you 

children grow up (and I’ll include myself with you as I once went 

through those teen years), we become some of the worst offenders, 

don’t we? We finish confirmation, get a driver’s license, earn a first 

paycheck, and suddenly – in my freedom – God’s Word is simply a 

pastor’s or parent’s out-of-touch opinion! With adulthood comes 

pride. Thus, “Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest 

in the kingdom of heaven.”  



  6 

                                                                   6 

 And that humble, beautiful faith is a reminder that children 

of God wear Christ as he’s robed them in baptism. And that’s why 

the text continues “Whoever receives one such child in my name 

receives me.” Friends, look upon your fellow baptized – with all his 

sinful warts, hot-temperedness, rudeness, laziness, selfishness – and 

remember that all those things are covered by Christ’s blood and 

righteousness. And, as you do, you won’t be careless with your 

fellow Christian’s soul, but you’ll be careful and patient not to cause 

him/her to be led into sin. 

 And as that is your concern for others, Jesus next turns that 

same concern back to yourself. He won’t allow you to turn your 

concern for others into a sense of superiority and pride.  How many 

zealots run around caring about others only because it reassures 

themselves of their own self-righteousness, that they are much less a 

sinner, not in need of being cared for, don’t need to worry about 

falling into sin like their “weaker” fellow Christians. Christ humbles 

such pride when he reminds you that love toward your neighbor 

does not mean you are less tempted than your neighbor! – He says, 

“If your hand or foot causes you to sin, cut it off… if your eye causes 

you to sin, tear it out and throw it away.” Don’t be careless with 

yourself, for the fires of hell await you as well. 

 Now, all of this sounds dire and desperate… and it is! If you 

believe the first half of this sermon is overkill, you don’t realize your 

lot! We in the Church are sinners through and through, and only our 
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pride keeps us from admitting that. When we become like little 

children and realize that (1) we don’t know the Scriptures as well as 

we ought, and (2) what we do know of the Scriptures condemns our 

sin, then we realize with the humility of children that we need a 

savior… we need (not just ‘we acknowledge and confess in a show of 

piety’) we need Jesus. And, right on cue, Jesus says:  

“The Son of Man came to save the lost. What do you think? If a 

man has a hundred sheep and one of them has gone astray, does 

he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search 

of the one that went astray? And, finding it, he rejoices.” 

 

 Jesus, your shepherd, came to save the lost sheep… and only 

the arrogant among us refuses to see himself as that lost sheep. 

Brothers and sisters, Christ came to save you… and what Christ 

promises to achieve, he achieves. Christ spilled his own blood and 

gave up his own breath so that your sins would not condemn you to 

the fires of hell. He knew you were lost, and out of his great love for 

you, He came to find you. And he did it – not defying some ‘tyrant 

above’ who wanted to condemn you – but carrying out the gracious 

will of the Father. You have a heavenly Father who cares for you – 

(but as soon as we say “Father,” we have to admit we’re still 

“children”… no matter how old you are, even calling another human 

‘Dad’ reminds you that you are someone’s child… how much more in 

praying, “Our Father”!) … but you have a heavenly Father who cares 
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for you and gave up His only begotten Son in order to adopt you in 

baptism. Of that phrase “Our Father,” don’t we delight in being 

children: “What love the Father has lavished upon us, that we should 

be called children of God… Beloved we are God’s children now.” And 

Luther echoes regarding those words, “Our Father” – “With these 

words, God tenderly invites us to believe that he truly is our Father, 

and we truly are his children.” 

 And, if children of God because we wear the identity of Jesus 

in baptism, then we are brothers one of another. And so, Jesus 

continues, “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, 

between you and him alone.” Learn from our children: your young 

child comes to you and says his sibling hit him. What do you tell him 

to do – act childish? “Go stomp your feet, cross your arms, huff and 

puff, and cry ‘It’s not fair. You’re mean.’” Of course not. You tell your 

young child, “Go tell your sibling, ‘Dad says you are wrong and need 

to say you’re sorry.’” 

 Friends, isn’t that exactly what Jesus counsels in our text, “If 

your bother sins against you, (don’t stomp your feet and distance 

yourself!)… go and tell him his fault.” And notice what Jesus means 

there… just like the Dad said to his child, “Go tell your sibling, ‘Dad 

says…’” so also “Go and tell him his fault” – his fault according to 

whom? Your opinion? No! According to the heavenly Father’s, as 

taught and proclaimed in His Word. Friends, go point your fellow 

sinners back to God’s Word. What good does it do them if you simply 
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seethe in rage and mutter under your breath about your view on the 

matter? Instead, point them to God’s Word because, where your 

brother humbly admits he is but a child in need of forgiveness, you 

have gained your brother back to God’s Word, where he and you 

both need to be. 

 And where he refuses, bring some siblings: it might be easy 

for the one sibling to ignore the other who comes saying, “Dad 

says…”, but it’s much harder for the one to ignore Dad’s word when 

three siblings are reminding him that everyone knows he’s guilty! 

“How can I hide this from Dad when even my siblings know about it… 

and agree with him, that his law is good!” 

 And if your brother still refuses, for his own good, tell it to all 

your siblings, the whole church… and if he stubbornly refuses the 

love of his congregation, then let him go (Jesus himself says it!). 

Keeping high numbers and good statistics in the church is of no 

benefit if those numbers include impenitent and stubborn siblings. 

Their impenitence will only fester as a cancer among the siblings who 

know the heavenly Father’s word to be good and pure and true. 

 In this way, Jesus finishes our text by reminding us that the 

power to bind and loose sins – even though carried out by the pastor 

– belongs to the whole family… not because the church as an 

institution claims for itself the power… but because the church 

confesses the will of their dear heavenly Father. It is the Father’s will 

to proclaim Law to the stubborn, proclaim Gospel to the penitent, to 
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humble the proud, and to make the child the greatest in the kingdom 

of heaven… in short, it is the Father’s will to save the lost. This is 

what Christ desired, what he longed for, what he rejoiced in when 

going to the cross… that the fruit of his salvific labor would be the 

ability to promise you, “Where two or three are gathered in my 

name (we call it the communion of saints, the Word and Sacrament, 

the Divine Service) there am I among them.” 

  
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
September 10, 2017 


