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CFCW – 05/03/2015 
 

“Greatness in the Kingdom” 
(Matthew 11:7-15) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Humans have the capacity to appreciate greatness.  While sin hinders us from doing this as we 
should, we were all created to appreciate God’s greatness—to make much of His glory.  But even on the 
human level we appreciate greatness.  We all know the names of the great ones from history.    
Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon Bonaparte were exceptional military and political 
leaders.  Rene Descartes, Immanuel Kant, and Friedrich Nietzsche were brilliant philosophers.  William 
Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, and Fyodor Dostoevsky were talented authors. These names are familiar 
to us because there was something essentially great—distinguished, excellent, remarkable—about their 
lives and abilities.  Each of these men was able to accomplish something notable in this world.  They 
built empires.  They shifted the thought of entire cultures.  They left behind impressive works of 
literature.  They left a mark on this world.  But greatness in this world is always fading.  Given the 
passage of enough years, it is possible that even the greatness of these men will be forgotten.  This 
world is fickle, and most people will not be remembered for more than few years after their death.  
Graveyards are filled with impressive people whom no one remembers any more.  In itself, it is a 
depressing reality. 

But it is not the only reality.  As Christians, we know that this world is not all there is.  The 
Bible tells us that those who live for this world are throwing their lives away (“whoever finds his life will 
lose it”; Matt. 10:39).  There is another world—a greater world—the kingdom of God.  According to the 
Bible, the essential thing is to be great not in the eyes of men, but in the eyes of God.  In our passage 
this morning, Jesus will teach us about greatness from God’s perspective.   
 
Background 
 
 This morning we are continuing our study of Matthew 11-12.  In these two chapters, Matthew 
records the various ways that people responded to Jesus’ ministry.  We noted that even though large 
crowds followed Jesus and many marveled at His teaching and miracles, most people ultimately 
responded NEGATIVELY to Jesus.  Matthew 11-12 is filled with different episodes that highlight this 
reality.  Jesus was not the kind of Messiah many were expecting. 
 As we studied 11:1-6 two weeks ago, we saw that even John the Baptist had doubts.  Jesus was 
not acting the way John expected the Messiah to act.  John himself was experiencing intense suffering in 
prison.  John began to wonder if he had made a mistake and so he sent his disciple to Jesus with a 
question: “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another” (11:3b)?  Jesus answered John’s 
question with a display of divine power and assured John that he had not made a mistake.  Jesus IS the 
Messiah.  And John needed to trust God and remain faithful to the end. 
 But as we look at our passage this morning we see that Jesus did not want the crowds to 
misunderstand John.  And so He turned to the crowd in order to teach them about the greatness of 
John the Baptist.     
 
MIM:  While greatness in the kingdom is demonstrated by one’s character, it most fundamentally a gift 
of God’s grace.  
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This morning we will learn two realities about greatness in the kingdom of God: 
-Greatness in the kingdom is demonstrated by one’s character. 
-Greatness in the kingdom is a gift of God’s grace. 
 

I. Greatness in the kingdom is demonstrated by one’s character (11:7-10) 
 
Matthew 11:7-10- “As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds concerning John: “What did 
you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the wind? 8 What then did you go out to see? A 
man dressed in soft clothing? Behold, those who wear soft clothing are in kings’ houses. 9 What then did 
you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. 10 This is he of whom it is written, 
“‘Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before you.’” 
 

A. Looking at 11:7, we see that as the disciples of John were leaving the scene, Jesus turned to 
speak with crowd about John the Baptist.  As we said, Jesus did not want them to get the 
wrong idea about John.  He did not want them to think that John was somehow weak or 
unfaithful because he had doubted Jesus.  So Jesus asked the crowd a question which He 
repeats three times (11:7; 11:8; 11:9): “What did you go out into the wilderness to see?”  
What was it about John the Baptist that COMPELLED great crowds from all over Israel to 
go out into the wilderness?  
 

B. In 11:7b, Jesus gives the first possible answer: “a reed shaken by the wind?”  The kind of 
reeds Jesus was referring were plants that grew all along the banks of the Jordan River.  
They were easily pushed around from side to side by gusts of wind.  To say that a man is like 
a “reed shaken by the wind” is to say that he lacks CONVICTION—that he easily changes 
his message to suit the mood of his audience.   

 
Illustration: We all know people like this.  They are like weather vanes that always turn in whatever 
direction the wind is blowing.  Many political leaders and even pastors in our culture are quick to learn 
what the surrounding culture wants them to say and then to say it.  They lack conviction.    
 

a. Jesus’ point is that John was obviously not like that at all.  John had a message 
from God and he delivered it with clarity and great conviction.  John stood for the 
truth and would not back down even when he confronted Herod over his adulterous 
marriage to Herodias (cf. 14:4-5).  Clearly, part of John’s greatness was that he was 
a man of profound CONVICTION.   
 

C. In 11:8, Jesus gives the second possible answer: “a man dressed in soft clothing?”  The idea 
is of a man who enjoys the finer things in life (“fine clothes”; NIV).  This description did not 
match John either.  John’s clothing was rough.  Like Elijah before him he wore a “garment 
of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist” (Matt. 3:4).  So Jesus continued, “Behold, 
those who wear soft clothing are in kings’ houses” (11:8b).  Everyone listening to Jesus’s 
words knew of men who enjoyed the finer things in life and who sought the favor of the king 
to get them.  But John was not a people-pleaser.  He wasn’t interested in having all his 
good things in this life.  John lived a strict and austere life.  John ate locusts and lived in the 
wilderness.  John was not captivated by his passing world.  Instead, he DENIED HIMSELF in 
this world because he was living for the world which is to come.  Part of John’s greatness 
was his life of SELF-DENIAL for the sake of God’s kingdom. 
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Jesus’ point in asking these two questions is that no one takes a difficult journey in the wilderness to 
see a people-pleaser who says whatever people want to hear.  They don’t have to.  The people-pleaser 
will build them a great big stadium with comfortable seats.  No one takes a difficult journey into the 
wilderness to see a man who is seeking riches, power and position in this world by currying favor with 
the powerful.  Such men are everywhere.  They do not inspire people.  But John was different.  John was 
truly great and the people of Israel recognized that and flocked to hear him.  His bold CONVICTION and 
life of SELF-DENIAL was great in God’s eyes and it caused even the world to notice him. 
     
John 5:35- “He was a burning and shining lamp, and you were willing to rejoice for a while in his light.”   
 

D. In 11:9-10, Jesus gives the correct answer to the question: “What then did you go out to 
see?  A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. 10 This is he of whom it is written, 
“‘Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before you.’”  A 
prophet was a man who spoke for God.  It had been four hundred years since anyone had 
seen a prophet, but when the people saw John the Baptist, they were convinced by both 
his CHARACTER and his MESSAGE that he was a prophet.  
  

E. But John was also “more than prophet” (11:9b).  John was both and prophet AND the 
fulfillment of OT prophecy.  That is why in 11:10 Jesus quotes Malachi 3:1, where God 
promised to send a messenger who would prepare the way for the Lord to come.  That was 
John’s role.  He was the final OT prophet who came to prepare the way for the Messiah, 
Jesus Christ.      

 
Obviously, there is much we could say about this section, but the point I want to make is this: 
 
Principle: Greatness in the kingdom is something that can be seen in this world.  Greatness in the 
kingdom revealed in one’s character.  In this passage, Jesus is highlighting John’s character as evidence 
of John’s greatness in God’s eyes.   
 
Illustrations: Let me give you some examples of great men from Church History.  Consider the Apostle 
Paul who endured intense suffering to plant churches all throughout Asia Minor and Europe.  Think of 
Athanasius, who in the third century stood virtually alone against Arianism and defeated the heresy that 
had almost swallowed up the entire Church.  Then there is Martin Luther, who defied the Pope by 
nailing his “95 Theses” to the door of the Wittenberg church.  Lord Shaftsbury said that Charles 
Spurgeon did the work of 50 men as he eloquently preached Christ in London for nearly four decades.  
And Jim Elliot, whose ambition in life was to be “approved unto God” gave his life to take the Gospel to 
the Auca Indians because he understood that “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain that 
which he cannot lose.”   
   

 We all acknowledge that these men are heroes of the faith.  But I hold up these men before 
you not because of what they accomplished, but because of their godly character.  You can 
study the lives of each of these men and see that each of these men walked with God.  
Ultimately, it wasn’t the things they did, but WHO THEY WERE by God’s grace, that made 
them great in God’s eyes! 

 
Application:  But maybe when you think of men like Paul, Martin Luther and Charles Spurgeon, you get 
discouraged.  I mean, if we have to be like these guys, what hope is there for any of us?  There is hope 
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for us.  Again, we need to remember that greatness in the kingdom of heaven isn’t seen in how much 
we accomplish for God in this life.  It is seen in godly character.  
 
So what does greatness in the kingdom look like?   
 

 Greatness in the kingdom looks like SERVICE. 
 
Mark 10:42-45- “And Jesus called them to him and said to them, “You know that those who are 
considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 
43 But it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, 44 and 
whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man came not to be served 
but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 
 

 Greatness in the Kingdom looks like HUMILITY.   
 
Matthew 18:4- “Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” 
 

 Greatness in the Kingdom looks like FAITHFULNESS. 
 
Matthew 25:21- “His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful 
over a little; I will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master.” 
 
Service, humility, and faithfulness are not impressive to this world, but they are great in God’s eyes.  
God sees things differently than the world does.   
 
Illustration: The people in the Temple did not notice the widow woman who threw two copper coins 
into the temple offering box, but she captured Jesus’ eye (Luke 21:1-4).  In the same way, the world will 
not notice the woman who sacrificially pours her life into her children teaching them God’s word and 
caring for their needs, but God does.  The world will not notice the man who faithfully keeps his vows to 
his wife and works hard to provide for his family, but God does.  You and I may never be known in this 
world, but we can pursue by God’s grace, the kind of godly character that is great in God’s eyes.  We can 
pursue the conviction and self-denial seen in the life of John the Baptist.  And we can pursue the service, 
humility, and faithfulness that Jesus praises.   
 
But remember that by pursuing godly character, we are not EARNING our salvation.  Salvation is a gift.  
We will talk about this reality more in a minute.  Ultimately, we pursue godly character because our 
ambition is to make much of God!  By living a life of godly character we will draw attention to our 
great God who produces that character in His people.   
 
Matthew 5:16- “In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good 
works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.”     
 
Looking at what Jesus says about John the Baptist in this passage we see that greatness in the 
kingdom is demonstrated by one’s CHARACTER.  But we also see… 
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II. Greatness in the kingdom is a gift of God’s grace (11:11-15) 
 
Matthew 11:11-15- “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has arisen no one greater 
than John the Baptist. Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. 12 From the 
days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it by 
force. 13 For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John, 14 and if you are willing to accept it, he 
is Elijah who is to come. 15 He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” 
 

A. In 11:11, Jesus continues to discuss John the Baptist, but He does so in a way that helps us 
see what a privilege it is to be in the “kingdom of heaven.”   

 
Matthew 11:11- “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has arisen no one greater than 
John the Baptist. Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.” 
 

B. Looking at 11:11a, Jesus is lifting up John before the crowds as a model of greatness and he 
does so using the highest possible praise.  Of all the human beings who had ever lived up to 
Jesus’ day, no one had been greater than John.  This is staggering praise!  In Jesus’ 
estimation, John the Baptist was greater than Abraham, greater than Moses, greater than 
David, greater than Elijah.   

 
a. Clearly, John was an impressive individual, but in what sense was he greater than 

these OT heroes of the faith?  I think we are helped to understand this when we see 
what Jesus says in 11:13-15, “For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John, 
14 and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come. 15 He who has ears 
to hear, let him hear.”  This means that all of the OT (“the prophets and the Law”) 
were pointing forward to Jesus the Messiah.  But as the LAST of the OT prophets, 
John came in the “spirit and power of Elijah” to prepare the way for Jesus (Luke 
1:17; cf. Malachi 4:5-6).  That is why Jesus says, “if you are willing to accept it, he is 
Elijah who is to come.”  John was the greatest man who had lived up to that point 
because he had the greatest privilege in ministry.  Others in the Old Testament had 
prophesied that the Messiah was coming.  But John was able to point to Jesus and 
say, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”   
 

Observation:  Now I want to stop for a minute and consider what this means.  It means that John’s 
greatness in God’s eyes is ultimately a gift of God’s grace.  How so?  Let me ask you some questions: 
 

 What did John the Baptist do to be born as the forerunner of the Messiah?  Nothing.  John’s 
role in redemptive history (history of salvation) was freely given to him by God.  It was a gift of 
God’s grace. 

 

 What did John the Baptist do to be filled with the Spirit “from his mother’s womb” (Luke 
1:15)?  Nothing.  It was free grace! 

 

 What about all the great things John did in his ministry?  We should honor John the Baptist—
John was a great man in God’s eyes and Jesus honored John for it.  But we must always 
remember that at the bottom even of the great things that John accomplished FOR God is the 
sure foundation of the GRACE of God that enabled John to do it.  It was the same for John as it 
is for us.  We have nothing that we haven’t received as a gracious gift from God and so 
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ultimately ALL glory belongs to God (1 Cor. 4:7)!  Even John the Baptist’s ministry was a gift of 
grace! 

 
C. Now, with that foundation in place, we are ready to look at the 11:11b- “Yet he who is 

least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.”  In my opinion, this is one of the most 
remarkable verses in the Bible.  It highlights for us what a PRIVILEGE it is to be in the 
‘kingdom of heaven.”  So who is Jesus referring to when he says “he who is least in 
kingdom of heaven”?   
 

a. We are helped when we remember who John is.  John is the forerunner of the 
Messiah. He is the LAST of the OT prophets.  His role was to announce that the King 
was coming—that the new covenant era under Christ was coming.  But John the 
Baptist did not enter into that era.  He died as an Old Testament saint.  The ones 
who are in the kingdom of heaven are those followers of Jesus who live on THIS side 
of the cross of Christ.  Jesus is referring to Christians—to you and to me if you are 
in Christ Jesus this morning.  And he is saying that even the “least in the kingdom 
of heaven” is greater than John!   
 

Now, how can that be?  Remember, John was greater than all the other OT saints because his privileges 
were greater.  He was the forerunner of the Messiah.  In the same we, those of us who are in Christ are 
greater than John the Baptist because OUR PRIVILEGES are even greater than John’s! 
   

 John was the greatest of the OT Testament saints, but he still lived in the day of promise.  We 
live in the day of fulfillment.  Salvation has been accomplished through the death, burial, 
resurrection of Jesus Christ and we are witnesses to that truth. 

 

 John had the privilege of pointing his disciples to Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes away the 
sin of the world.  You and I have that same privilege, but now we can do that better than John 
could because we can point backward to the cross and tell people about HOW Jesus 
accomplished salvation for all who would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him.   

 

 Paul lists the privileges of being a Christian in Ephesians 1: 
 

-A “holy and blameless” standing before God in Christ (Eph. 1:4) 
-The adoption as the sons and daughters of God (Eph. 1:5)  
-God’s glorious grace (Eph. 1:6, 9) 
-The forgiveness of sins (1:7) 
-Redemption from slavery to sin and Satan (1:8) 
-A heavenly inheritance (1:11; 14) 
-And best of all, the indwelling Holy Spirit (Eph. 1:13).   

 
Brothers and sisters, we need to be realize that it is an amazing privilege to be a Christian!  In the eyes 
of God even the most insignificant Christian is greater than John the Baptist because our privileges are 
far greater than John’s were!  And it is ALL of grace! 
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The Gospel 
 
 This makes perfect sense because the most basic message of the Bible is salvation is a free gift 
of grace.  The Bible teaches that God is a good and holy God who made us to love Him and serve Him. 
But we have all rejected God and instead, we have lived for ourselves.  The Bible calls this sin.  The 
Bibles says that our sins against God are so serious that left to ourselves, we could never be right with 
God.  We can never earn salvation.  But God did for us what we could not do.  God sent His eternal Son, 
Jesus Christ, to live a perfect life in the place of sinners.  And then Jesus died on the cross bearing the 
penalty of the sins of all who would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him.  But then Jesus rose 
again!  God had accepted His sacrifice.  And message of the Gospel is that whoever will turn from his or 
her sin and trust in Christ alone will salvation will be forgiven.  As an act of free grace, God pardons all 
of our sins and gives us the perfect righteousness of Christ!  Salvation is a gift of grace.  And what a gift 
it is!  We who received the forgiveness of sins in Christ have been given the gift of the Holy Spirit.  We 
have become the adopted sons and daughters of God.  And in the eyes of God, we are great!  
Greatness in the kingdom of heaven is a gift of God’s grace! 
 
Application: Consider what it means to be a Christian.  Brother or sister, BECAUSE OF JESUS you are 
great in God’s eyes.  You often feel weak, but you are great in God’s eyes!  You struggle with sin, but you 
are great in God’s eyes.  You struggle with doubt and fear, but you are great in God’s eyes!  You have 
received precious promises in Christ and your privileges as Christians are far greater than those enjoyed 
by the OT saints—including John the Baptist.  Praise God for His rich grace! 
 
Application: Be humble.  Our greatness in the kingdom is not a result of our own efforts.  It is a gift of 
grace.  We have no room for boasting as believers.  As God works godly character in us and uses us to 
accomplish great things for the sake of His great name, we can only sit back and give Him praise.   
 
Application: Realize what a PRIVILEGE it is to point people to Jesus!  John’s great privilege was to point 
to Jesus and say, “Behold, the Lamb of God!”  Brothers and sisters, you and I have this same privilege.  
We can speak with our lost family members, neighbors, and co-workers and share with them about 
Jesus.  We have the privilege of pointing them to the only One who can save their never-dying soul.   
Balance:  But as we conclude the sermon this morning I do want us to understand that just because 
greatness in the kingdom is a gift of God’s grace, that doesn’t mean that it is an EASY life.  I think we see 
that in 11:12: 
 
Matthew 11:12- “From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered 
violence, and the violent take it by force.” 
 
Many commentators believe this is one of the hardest verses in the Gospel of Matthew to understand, 
and I agree with them. Part of the reason for this is that the verse can be translated in different ways.   
 

 It can be translated as “From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has 
suffered violence, and the violent take it by force.” (ESV, most modern translations).  If we 
translate the Greek this way, Jesus is probably saying that from the time of John the Baptist, the 
work of the kingdom has been attacked and opposed.  John the Baptist’s ministry is a perfect 
example.  Even as Jesus spoke these words, John the Baptist was in prison at the hands of 
violent men. 
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 But the Greek can also be translated “From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom 
of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it.” (NIV 1984).  If we 
translate the Greek this way, it means that from the time of John the Baptist the kingdom of 
heaven has been powerfully advancing, but only those who put forth maximum effort will enter 
heaven.   

 
Of these two interpretations of 11:12, I agree with the second one.  Let me give you two reasons why: 
 

1. I don’t see how any evil, violent person can ever “take” the kingdom of heaven “by force.”  In 
Matthew 11:12, Jesus seems to be saying more than that the kingdom of heaven is merely 
being opposed. 
 

2. More importantly, there is a very similar saying of Jesus in Luke 16:16 that I believe sheds light 
on what Jesus means in Matthew 11:12. 

 
Luke 16:16- “The Law and the Prophets were until John; since then the good news of the kingdom of God 
is preached, and everyone forces his way into it.” 
 
In Luke 16:16, Jesus says that from the time of John the Baptist the Gospel had been preached widely 
and many were putting forth maximum effort to enter it.  This is what I think Jesus is saying in Matthew  
11:12.  Yes, salvation and greatness in the kingdom is a gift of grace.  But being Christian and following 
Jesus isn’t easy.  The Christian life requires what the Puritan’s called “holy violence” in fighting against 
the world, the flesh, and the Devil.   
 
Matthew 5:29- “If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. For it is better that you 
lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell.” 
 
Matthew 16:24- “Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and 
take up his cross and follow me.” 
 
Colossians 3:5- “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil 
desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.” 
 
To fight what Paul calls “the good fight of the faith” requires great effort! 
 
Illustration: It is hard work to make God the first priority in your life, regularly spending time with Him in 
prayer and Bible reading. It is hard work to die to your own desires and instead serve your family and 
church well.  It is hard work to resist temptation and to cut things out of your life that are leading you 
into sin. 
 
But praise God!  His grace is sufficient to bring us through the difficulties of this life to our eternal rest 
with Him in heaven! 
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Conclusion 
 
 This morning we have seen two realities about greatness in the kingdom: 
 
-Greatness in the kingdom is demonstrated by one’s character. 
-Greatness in the kingdom is a gift of God’s grace. 
  
The men and women of this world delight in the great ones of this world.  But God delights in the great 
ones of the kingdom of heaven.  What grace that you and I who are in Christ are great in God’s sight!  
May we live for Him in this come week! 
 
Let’s pray… 


