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Matthew 18:7-9 
 

Do verses 7-9 “fit” in chapter 18? 

 

We know that Matthew eighteen is the fourth of five discourses of Jesus that Matthew has 

recorded in his Gospel. Matthew has very carefully set these discourses apart by concluding each 

one with the same formula (“When Jesus had finished these sayings” [3x] / “When Jesus had 

finished these parables” [1x] / “When Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples” [1x]). 

We have assumed that this discourse (like all of the other discourses) has one overarching theme, 

and we’ve identified this theme as “life in the kingdom community,” or how to live together in 

true community as the true assembly of the Messiah. But at least at first glance, verses 7-9 don’t 

seem to fit with this theme of “life in the kingdom community.” Jesus says: “If your hand or 

your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away… And if your eye causes you to 

stumble, tear it out and throw it away.” All of the “your’s” and “you’s” here are singular! Jesus is 

not telling the disciples as a community to root out from among themselves any person who 

causes stumbling. This would fit nicely with our theme, but it’s simply not the point here. Jesus 

is speaking to the disciples as individuals (singular), not as a community (plural). And notice that 

Jesus says nothing about causing a brother or a “little one” to stumble. Once again, this would fit 

nicely with our theme, but it’s obviously not the point! Jesus is telling each of His disciples as 

individuals to be on guard and to take action against anything in themselves that would be a 

cause of their own stumbling. 

 

So what does this have to do with the theme of community? Do we need to rethink our theme? 

But every other part of Matthew eighteen is very clearly and very explicitly relational – having 

to do with the community. In verses 1-4 Jesus tells us that we must assume for ourselves the 

status of a little child in relation to the rest of the kingdom assembly. In verses 5-6 Jesus tells us 

that we must never cause a little one to stumble. Instead we must treat even the least important of 

Jesus’ disciples with the very highest respect and honor and deference. Verses 10-14 will speak 

of the tender love and compassion that we should have toward even the least of Jesus’ disciples. 

Verses 15-20 will describe how we ought to respond when a brother sins against us. And verses 

21-35 will address the question of how many times we should be willing to forgive our brother. 

The theme of Matthew eighteen, and of Jesus’ fourth discourse, is clearly “life in the kingdom 

community.” 

 

So then what are we to do with verses 7-9? Should we conclude that Jesus has taken a random 

detour or gone off on a “rabbit trail”? This doesn’t at all seem like something Jesus would do. 

But more than that, we can see this isn’t the case just by looking closely at the text. 

 

 Verses 1-6 – At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who is the greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven?” 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. Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven. Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me, but whoever causes ONE 

OF THESE LITTLE ONES who believe in me TO STUMBLE, it would be better for him 

to have a great millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea. 
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 Verses 7-9 – Woe to the world for STUMBLING BLOCKS! For it is necessary that 

STUMBLING BLOCKS come, but woe to the one by whom the STUMBLING BLOCK 

comes! And if your hand or your foot causes you to STUMBLE, cut it off and throw it away. 

It is better for you to enter life crippled or lame than with two hands or two feet to be thrown 

into the eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to STUMBLE, tear it out and throw it away. 

It is better for you to enter life with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of 

fire. 

 

 Verses 10-14 – See that you do not despise ONE OF THESE LITTLE ONES. For I tell you 

that in heaven their angels always see the face of my Father who is in heaven. 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 if he finds it, 

truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. 

So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that ONE OF THESE LITTLE ONES 

SHOULD PERISH [STUMBLE]. 

 

See how verses 7-9 continue the theme of “stumbling blocks” from the conclusion of verses 1-6! 

And then see especially how verses 10-14 continue right on with the theme of “little ones” and 

stumbling (from verses 1-6) as though Jesus had never taken any break! Clearly Jesus did not 

see verses 7-9 as in any way a random detour or “rabbit trail”! Somehow, the words of Jesus in 

verses 7-9 have everything to do with the theme of community. But how? (This is something we 

never would have seen if we read verses 7-9 in isolation from the rest of the chapter!) 

 

How do verses 7-9 “fit” in chapter 18? – Setting the stage: 

 

So chapter eighteen began with the disciples asking Jesus a question about who would be the 

greatest in the Messiah’s new assembly (“Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”) Jesus 

responded by warning the disciples that unless they turned and became like insignificant little 

children surrounded by important grownups they would not even be granted entrance into the 

kingdom of heaven! But if the disciples’ really want to talk about greatness, then they should 

know that the requirement for greatness in the kingdom is no different than the requirement for 

“getting in.” Whoever assumes for himself the insignificant status of a little child surrounded in 

the assembly by important grownups – this person is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. So 

on the one hand, the disciples must turn and become like little children themselves. But Jesus 

knows that by any worldly standard, His disciples will be holding the highest positions of 

“greatness” in His new kingdom assembly. That’s why He goes on to tell the disciples that they 

must treat even the “least important” in the assembly with the utmost respect, and honor, and 

deference. Jesus warns His disciples that it would be better for them to die a premature death by 

drowning than that they should ever live long enough to cause one of the “least important” of His 

disciples to stumble and fall. 

 

Now at this point, can’t you just see the disciples becoming more and more uncomfortable and 

embarrassed – and perhaps even ashamed. And what about us? With every passing moment and 

every new word that Jesus speaks, we see more and more how even the thought of worldly 

“greatness” in the kingdom of heaven is completely, and totally, and absolutely, and 

fundamentally out of place – and just plain wrong! The greatest are those who honestly view 
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themselves as the least. And we’ll be better enabled to see ourselves as the least once we stop 

thinking about greatness in the kingdom, and start thinking about whether we’ll get in! I wonder 

which kind of thinking occupies our minds more. The greatest are those who treat the least with 

the same honor, and respect, and deference that they themselves have forfeited any and all rights 

to. And we’ll be much better enabled to treat others with true respect and honor once we stop 

thinking about our “position” in the kingdom, and start thinking about how not to make a 

premature death by drowning our preferable fate! Once again, I wonder which kind of thinking 

occupies our minds more. It’s in light of questions like these that we should read verses 7-9. 

Jesus goes on to say in verse 7: 

 

I. Matthew 18:7 — Woe to the world
*
 for stumbling blocks! For it is necessary that stumbling 

                                  blocks come, but woe to the one by whom the stumbling block comes! 

 

Remember that a stumbling block is anything that places a person in danger of falling away from 

a true, genuine, and obedient faith and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus has just warned 

against causing even one of the least of His disciples to stumble in their faith. But now Jesus 

wants us to know that stumbling blocks are actually inevitable! We live in a sinful and fallen 

world. There is no way for us to avoid all stumbling blocks so that we never really have to face 

any real threat to our faith. This is so very important for us to remember, lest we become 

spiritually lazy and complacent. If Jesus said that it is necessary that stumbling blocks come, 

then shouldn’t we all be on high alert for these stumbling blocks as we live in a sinful and fallen 

world? 

 

Stumbling blocks are inevitable, however, we can and we must avoid being the cause of 

stumbling ourselves! Jesus says: “Woe to the one by whom the stumbling block comes!” But we 

already know this, right? Jesus already said this! We must never cause “one of these little ones” 

to stumble. We must never cause a brother or a sister to stumble. This is very true! And we know 

that this is still very much on Jesus’ mind because He will return to this very theme in verses 10-

14. But now for just a moment, Jesus appears to change course. Now Jesus warns the disciples 

not about causing a “little one” to stumble, but about being the cause of their own stumbling. 

Jesus warns not about causing someone else to stumble, but about being the cause of their own 

fall from true faith and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ. “Woe to the world for stumbling blocks! 

For it is necessary that stumbling blocks come, but woe to the one by whom the stumbling block 

comes!” And then Jesus goes on to say: 

 

II. Matthew 18:8–9 — And if your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw 

                                       it away. It is better for you to enter life crippled or lame than with two 

                                       hands or two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire. And if your eye 

                                       causes you to stumble, tear it out and throw it away. It is better for you 

                                       to enter life with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of 

                                       fire. 

 

Now I think all we really need to do is answer this question: If we’re really intent on identifying 

anything in ourselves that would cause us to stumble and place us in danger of falling away from 

                                                
* I take “world” more generally here (as I do this entire statement), and not in the Johannine sense of the world 

system that stands opposed to God and His people (cf. France). 
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the faith, then how much time do you think we’ll have to be concerned about who is the greatest 

in the kingdom of heaven? If we’re really taking action to cut off our own feet and hands and 

tear out our own eyes and throw them away, then how much time should we really have to be 

thinking about “greatness” in the kingdom of heaven? If we have truly learned to tremble at 

Jesus’ warnings of eternal hell fire, then how much energy will we really have to be thinking 

about who is greater in the kingdom of heaven? Instead of desiring to be the greatest in the 

assembly, we should be giving all of our thought and energy to the full time task of putting to 

death our own flesh and our own sinful nature! If our hand or our foot causes us to stumble, 

Jesus tells us to cut it off and throw it away! Basically, because the stakes are so high, no 

measure can be too extreme in our battle against sin. If our eye causes us to stumble, Jesus tells 

us to tear it out and throw it away! I wonder if the Apostle Paul had these verses in mind when 

he wrote to the church at Colossae: 

 

 Colossians 3:5 (NKJV) — Therefore put to death your members which are on the earth: 

fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. 

 

We must take these extreme measures of “self-mutilation,” Jesus said, because it’s better for us 

to enter life crippled or lame than with two hands or two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire. In 

the same way, it’s better for us to enter life with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into the 

hell of fire. And once again, I wonder if Paul had these words of Jesus in mind when he wrote to 

the Christians in Rome: 

 

 Romans 8:13 — For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you 

put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. 

 

Brothers and sisters, there is not a single one of us here who can afford to be thinking thoughts of 

greatness! There is not a single one of us here who can afford to be worried about whether we 

are thought little of, or whether we are recognized, or appreciated, or respected by others. And 

yet there is sure to come a time when every single one of us here will beg to differ! Surely, there 

are exceptions. Surely, we must not be too radical, or too extreme! But the answer is “surely 

not!” What can be more radical or extreme that cutting off our own limbs and tearing out our 

own eyes? And if this is the kind of thing we’re engaged in, then how could we possibly think 

even a second thought about our own status and importance in the community? It’s absurd! If 

we’re truly aware of our desperate need to be putting to death the deeds of our own bodies, then 

how difficult should it really be for us to think of ourselves as little children living in the midst of 

important grownups (cf. 1-4)? It should come naturally, and almost without any effort! And then 

let’s remember that Jesus first gave these instructions to those who would be called foundations 

stones (Eph. 2:20; Rev. 21:14) and pillars (Gal. 2:9) in the Messiah’s assembly. If even the 

twelve Apostles had to take such extreme measures against the sinful tendencies of their own 

flesh, then even the twelve Apostles should have had no trouble showing the utmost honor, and 

respect, and deference to the most lowly and unimportant in the Messiah’s assembly (cf. 5-6). 

And, of course, the same goes for us! 

 

Whenever we find ourselves thinking about status and importance, this is a guaranteed sign that 

we are truly blinded to our own sin and our own desperate need to be waging war against the sin 

that lives in the members of our own body. Whenever we find ourselves thinking about the 
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respect or appreciation that we feel is due to us, this is a guaranteed sign that we have become 

apathetic in our struggle against sin and arrogant in our supposed spiritual “maturity.” I say this 

is a “guaranteed sign” because I know that apart from a guaranteed sign, we may never be 

willing to admit such things about ourselves. Brothers and sisters, may we not be so complacent 

and so presumptuous that we have even a moment’s time to be thinking about our own 

“importance” and our own “rights” in the assembly! Let us spend our energies not in the pursuit 

of greatness, but in the pursuit of that holiness without which no one will see the Lord (Heb. 

12:14)! 

 

Conclusion 

 

Here, once again, is the secret to living in true community – as the true assembly of the Messiah. 

We must come to our relationships with one another – from the least to the greatest – with the 

conscious awareness and the full knowledge of our own desperate and constant struggle against 

indwelling sin. We must approach all of our interactions with one another as those who have 

learned a holy trembling, knowing that we have in reality only two options: to enter eternal life 

as those who have been crippled and maimed, or to be thrown into the eternal fire having all our 

limbs intact. 

 

Brothers and sisters, can we ever take our sin too seriously? Can we ever be too violent in our 

struggle against the sin that remains within us? Can we ever reach a point where we may 

complacently presume on our standing in the faith so that we may then have time and energy for 

questions about importance and status in the Messiah’s assembly? Can we ever reach a point 

where we may complacently presume on our standing in the faith so that we may then have time 

and energy for thoughts about honor, or respect, or appreciation “due” to us? Think about it!  

There can be only one possible answer. God forbid! May it never, ever be! 

 

For our own eternal well-being and for the well-being of this assembly, from the “littlest” to the 

“greatest”, let us give ourselves so entirely to the battle against our own sin that we naturally and 

of necessity abandon all thoughts of “greatness” as we live in community with one another. 

 

 


