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In the name of Jesust, Amen.

| read v3 of today’s Gospel, the words of Jesus, the Son of God: ‘Truly | tell you, unless you
change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven’.

We pray: Lord Jesus, by your Holy Spirit keep changing us to be great in dependency on you.
Bless us as we now meditate on your will for us. Amen.

Today we celebrate the minor festival of St Michael and All Angels and our sermon text — the
Gospel for today — ends on an angelic note.

But before we get to that, it’s fitting that today when we also host a rite of farewell for the
outgoing director of Lutheran Education Australia that the gospel is all about children.

And indeed, more than that, what we can learn from children.

In fact, Jesus demonstrates the time-honoured teaching practice of giving an object lesson —
making his point with reference to something that people can see and know.

In this case a little child.

Why a child?
What is Jesus point?
That is what we’ll spend most of our time on.

It all starts from a rather childish question of his disciples.

Jesus has just explained to his disciples that they are no less than the free children of God.

And just before then he has told them that he will die and rise again on the third day.

In response to these two pieces of information the text makes it very clear that at that very
moment they choose to ask this rather missing-the-point-question: ‘Who is the greatest in the
kingdom of heaven?’ (v1)

As we shall see, there is nothing wrong with being the greatest in the kingdom of heaven when
you do it Jesus’ way.

In fact, Jesus wants us to be great if we do it the way he is about to explain.

But that is not what the disciples have in mind here.

It seems they have in mind more the privilege that comes with being close to such a Rabbi.
The sort of things they may be thinking of is who achieved the most when they were sent out in
mission, who got to sit closest to the teacher at the head of the table, who is most impressive
overall?

My chemistry teacher at high school was a bit of mad professor.

He had a penchant for making his point with dramatic experiments that involved explosions —
lots of noise, flashing lights and smoke.

Jesus here does a similar thing — at least as far as being dramatic.

The greatest in the kingdom is not the one who has remembered the Torah word for word.
Or tithed their catch of fish.

Or sung the Psalms with the sweetest voice.

Instead it is this child that he has brought into their midst.

‘Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children you will never enter the kingdom
of heaven’ (v3)

Notice how Jesus doesn’t at first even answer the disciple’s question.



He is more interested in letting them know they are in danger of not even entering the kingdom
of heaven.
Let along being the greatest in it.

His object lesson is dramatic in this way.

Apart from saying that his disciples could miss out altogether on the kingdom of heaven, a little
child was nothing to be revered in Jesus day.

In fact the opposite.

Certainly they were loved and cherished amongst the Jewish people.

But they were in no way held up as something to emulate.

They were seen as ignorant, unable to choose between good and bad and readily deceived.

It’s not those traits Jesus is holding up though.

It's instead the child’s utter dependency on others for their wellbeing.

And their awareness of that.

They need adults to feed and clothe and sustain them until they too are good for service to the
household.

The child knows that.

Jesus then goes on to say, “Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the
kingdom of heaven” (v4)

So instead of his disciples who are asking childish questions, the greatest are actually those who
are the needy and dependent in their standing with God.

Hands out, waiting to be filled, tugging on the master’s cloak.

These are the ones who are not only in the kingdom, but the greatest.

Who do you think is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?

Who is greatest in the kingdom of the LCA or of Bethlehem Lutheran Church or Australian
Lutheran College where else | serve?

You know it’s not the Bishop, the former bishop, the outgoing head of LEA, or the senior pastor
here or the chairman, or the best singer in the choir or the usher who never misses their
rostered date, or the principal of ALC or the Dean or the lecturer who gets the best reviews.

But then again it might be.

The greatest will be those who are the neediest before God.

Those that recognise their dependency on Christ and his word of the cross for all things.
Moreover, it will also include other needy sorts such as the saints amongst us who are failing in
health but depending on God.

The saints who try as they might are ravaged by addiction — porn, gambling, alcohol, drugs — but
depending on God to address and change these things.

The saints who are feeling the weakest in faith because they can’t seem to match it with the
rest, but nevertheless depending on God.

The saints who feel the hurts and trauma and dissatisfaction of the past, but step forward in
hope in Christ daily.

The saints who pray ‘I, a poor helpless sinner, confess to you all my sins and repent of all the evil
| have done’.

It’s here that it is helpful to remember that Jesus started the sermon on the mount with these
words ‘Blessed are the poor in Sprit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’.

To depend on God is to be poor in spirit; no spirit of our own pushing his out the way.

Just poor...nothing...zilch in spirit, ready to receive him.

Hands out, waiting to be filled, tugging on the master’s cloak.

So turning it all upside down, completely dramatically, blowing it up to prove his point just as my
science teacher used to, Jesus gives sensational news for all the needy amongst us here.

If you are sick of being self-sufficient, or pretending that you are—because none of us are—and
if you are ignoring the fact you shouldn’t be, and if you keep hurting people by trying to be —
well be like a needy and dependent child, just as Jesus here calls us to be.



For that is what will make you great in God’s eyes, and as | said God does not mind that sort of
greatness one little bit.

And there is more excellent news here.

Jesus tells his disciples that ‘Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me’ (v5).
You know the whining student, the painful colleague, the difficult relative and the needy
parishioner that nevertheless knows Christ?

Welcome them; welcome Jesus. No less.

There is a double-barrelled encouragement here: being needy is greatness in God’s reckoning;
welcoming the needy is welcoming Jesus himself.

All that said, Jesus presses home his teaching by also clearly warning us not what to do or be.
You see, the needy, dependent people that he wants us to welcome, are vulnerable people.
They are at risk.

They need his protection.

And we, though needy and vulnerable ourselves, need to warned about how he needs us to
treat each other so they and us can be protected.

Hence he warns us solemnly and once again dramatically: “If any of you put a stumbling block
before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great
millstone were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea”.
Drowning is a horrible way to die. Jesus is not mincing his words here. So don’t be a stumbling
block.

One Bible scholar | really rate defines stumbling blocks as things that cause a loss of faith.
Indeed, Jesus warns us to stay away from things that cause a loss of faith — cut off whatever
causes us to stumble — us and others.

If it’s your hand that creates a stumbling block to faith for others and yourself, cut it off. Or your
eye, take it out.

We know that Jesus here is not asking us to literally do this.

But in that he asked us earlier to change and become like a child, then we should hear in those
words: ‘change and become’ to repent those things that cause us and others to stumble.

So think of cutting off your hand or taking out your eye as giving up that thing that maims and
misleads you and others.

In practical terms what we do is by his help, in prayer, and by accessing the help he gives us
through his creation and the vocations around us, we rein in our appetite through repentance
and being poor in spirit — depending on him for what we need to give us the help we need.

Finally, and now we come to the angels, in what is part warning, part encouragement he says to
us: “Take care that you do not despise one of these little ones; for | tell you, in heaven their
angels continually see the face of my Father in heaven”.

In other words be careful about looking down on others and letting them know that you do.
The very angels appointed to look after the needy and dependent—children and otherwise—
you and me—enjoy the closest proximity to the throne of heaven. They get a really decent look
into God'’s inner court.

To summarise: there is great shaping for us in this teaching from Jesus.

Don’t think greatness is in what we count as greatness.

Greatness comes in what God counts, and that is in our knowledge and action of our need for
him.

Hands out, waiting to be filled, tugging on the master’s cloak.

And so as needy people ourselves, therefore don’t be a stumbling block for others.

Take care that you do not despise the ones who God thinks are great —the most needy and
dependent in this day. Remember it could be you tomorrow.

If it is not you, welcome the dependent.



And when it is you who is needy, be buoyed.
God calls you great in the kingdom of heaven!

With this great pastoral teaching of our saviour and Lord, Jesus Christ, we finish today with a line
from Luther’s morning prayer that gets to the heart of praying a needy prayer from needy
person, perfect for this minor festival of St Michael and All Angels:

It is this line: ‘Let your holy angel watch over me that the wicked one will have no power over
me’.

Keep knowing you need that prayer, Keep praying that. Know that in heaven the prayers of

those who pray this continually have their angels seeing the Father’s face.

We pray: May the peace of God that surpasses all understanding keep your hearts and minds in
Christ Jesus. Heavenly Father, ‘Let your holy angels watch over us, that the evil one will have no
power over us’. Amen.



