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 Who or what is a GOAT?  That question is asked a lot lately about high-

achieving sports figures as they start to end their glorious careers.  The acronym 

GOAT stands for Greatest of All Time.  E.g., in the tennis world Roger Federer 

just recently retired, and while he has not won the most grand slam tournaments— 

he has won 20 to Novak Djocovic’s 21 and Rafael Nadal’s 22— he certainly was 

an incredible graceful and talented athlete, and could well be the GOAT.  E.g., in 

the boxing world, we know that Mohammed Ali had an opinion on who was the 

greatest— himself!  E.g., in the NFL many call Tom Brady the GOAT, and at 45 

he still seems to be in his prime; he has seven Super Bowl victories to his name, 

which is amazing.  But sports is not the only place where one can debate about 

who is the GOAT-- we could also add lawyers, doctors, presidents, mother, father, 

etc.  E.g., New Orleans magazine comes out with an issue each year rating the top 

professionals in the area— lawyers, accountants, doctors, etc.  And it is not really 

our own age and culture that are looking for the GOAT, but in Jesus’ day as well.  

Who is the greatest in His Kingdom?  Jesus provides a shocking answer.

READ Matthew 18:1-5 (p. 19)

  

  



CONTEXT: Jesus has just appeared in the Mount of Transfiguration and stunned 

the disciples Peter, James, and John by His transformation into shining white 

along with Moses and Elijah, and then He heals a demon-possessed boy, and then 

He foretells His betrayal and death, and then addresses the issue of paying the 

temple tax with Peter.  Jesus asked Peter from whom kings got their taxes paid, 

from their children or others, and Peter answered others.  So Jesus, assuming they 

are children of the King, said they are immune from having to pay the temple tax, 

but they would anyway so as not to give offense— Peter is instructed to throw a 

hook into the sea, pull out a fish, and he would find a coin to pay the temple tax.

 

 READ v 1.  “The question the disciples ask Jesus is not only a loaded one, 

but also one that touched on a subject with which they were fairly obsessed!  Cf. 

Mark 10:35-45; Luke 22:24-30.”  There are places in the gospels where there 

seems to be some competitive aspirations amongst the disciples.  They aspired for 

greatness, but used the world’s standards for greatness, not Jesus’.  In Mark 10:35-

45 we find James and John, the sons of Zebedee, taking Jesus aside and asking 

Him to give them seats of honor, one on His right and one on His left, when He 

comes in His glory.  In Matthew 20:20-28, we read of the same account but with 

one feature cleared up-- James and John got their Mother to make this request of 

Jesus.  In another situation in Luke 22:24-30, just after the solemn occasion of the 

Lord’s Supper and Jesus’ sharing with His disciples that one of them will betray 

Him, an argument arises amongst the disciples as to which one of them is the 

greatest.  This is so unusual and bizarre that it is almost comical if it were not so 

tragic.  We see this in children, don’t we, when they demand that they get their 

way.  E.g., I recall talking to a woman who said in her childhood her father had a 

horse and she got up on the horse and sat on it, but her sister saw her sitting on the 

horse and wanted to get on the horse, so she complained to her parents to get her 
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sister off the horse and put her on, and the parents obeyed the complaining child!    

Apparently the complaining child thought she was better and more worthy of 

being on the horse than her sister.  Sometimes adults are like that.  E.g., if 

someone at work gets a promotion ahead of us we are tempted to complain and 

gossip and sabotage the person who was promoted.   But this can happen even 

today in the church.  E.g., I recall at times being tempted and giving in to the 

temptation to seeing someone given a position in the ministry and harboring 

feelings within of, “Why did they not ask me?  I am better than that person!” 

instead of being genuinely happy for the person and thankful for all the 

responsibilities God has given me.  The disciples wanted self-promotion and they 

developed a self-image based on prideful competition, and we can relate to that 

today.

 READ vv 2-5.  “Jesus’ answer to the disciples’ question was both not 

expected and challenging.  Moreover, Jesus was in effect not giving a suggestion, 

but rather a command for His followers.  Cf. John 14:15; Philippians 2:4-11.  ‘A 

child was a person of no importance in Jewish society, subject to the authority of 

his elders, not taken seriously except as a responsibility, one to be looked after, 

not one to be looked up to.  To turn and become like children is therefore a radical 

reorientation from the mentality of the rat-race to an acceptance of insignificance” 

(R.T. France, Matthew, TDNT, p. 270).”  Jesus’s answer is direct and to the 

point— if they want to enter the Kingdom of Heaven, they must become like 

children— as the Greek shows with the emphatic negative ου�  μή, i.e., they will 

never enter the Kingdom of Heaven is they don’t become like children!  Jesus is 

not talking about becoming children in the sense of weak and vulnerable and 

simple and naive, but rather like children in social status.  After all, that is what 

the disciples are after, right?  They each aspire to be the greatest among the 

twelve!  And the social status of children, as R.T. France observes, was the lowest 
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ranking.  This reminds of Jesus when He said in Mark 10:45 that the Son of Man 

did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.  It 

is the person willing to do the dirty jobs, the hard jobs, and do them without 

bitterness or self-promotion.  E.g., I still think about an iconic member of our 

church when I first got here, Grace Reindenauer.  She was an older woman and 

not in the best of health, but always wanted to be a help.  I recall one day she was 

slowly walking up the walkway of the church— I was in my office watching her 

for some reason— and she noticed a piece of trash in the grass, so she stopped and 

slowly walked over and bent down and picked up the trash, and brought it into the 

church to throw away.  E.g., I think of the time when I was 16 and at a youth camp 

and there was a night time game all the counselors had the students playing, and I 

did not know it would involve eating, and I had just put in my retainer in my 

mouth, and when I told one of the women counselors about this she said, kindly, 

for me to put it in her hand, and I did— she did not say, “I’ll put it in the grass”, 

and she kept it in her hand, and that was incredibly servant-like, and I have not 

forgotten it!  E.g., I think of the group of people who help clean up after Church 

Family Night dinners.  E.g., I think of the days we have church clean-up times and 

how you do this with joy in your hearts.  And this needs to be done in our homes 

as well.  E.g., I know of a husband who did the job in the house that his wife hated 

the most— vacuuming!  And he did it out of service to her.  And we need to think 

to how we can serve the world outside of the church.  E.g., as this is Martin Luther 

King, Jr. weekend, how can we follow Dr. King’s example of being there to help 

the marginalized— who in our society can be the homeless, those who are from 

different countries who are living here, those who struggle with the English 

language. visit those in a nursing home or who are shut-ins, volunteering at a 

place like New Orleans Mission.  E.g., I recall a man in a church I served years 

ago would take the left-overs from our Men’s Breakfasts and bring them to poor 
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people of another race in the neighborhood.  Jesus said when we receive in His 

name those of lowly status we are receiving Him.

 “Do we aspire to be GOAT’s in the world’s eyes, or Jesus?”
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