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I. Introduction


Matthew has finished his introduction of Jesus and the other main characters found in his Gospel.  Using Scripture, he has shown that prophesies concerning the Messiah—the Christ—were fulfilled by Jesus.  Following John the Baptist’s introduction of Jesus’ ministry, Matthew demonstrated the power of Jesus in His miracles and included Jesus’ principles for His disciples in His teachings in the Sermon on the Mount and His Sermon on Missions.  Now, almost 2 years into His ministry, Jesus has sent His disciples out as His ambassadors to different parts of Galilee and Judea while He continued to minister alone in Galilee.


Matthew wrote that Jesus had a 2-part ministry—"to teach and preach in the towns of Galilee.”  Jesus continued to explain and proclaim the good news that the kingdom of God was at hand.  He probably taught in the streets in the cities as well as in the synagogues.  Those who heard Him didn’t know it, but time was getting short.  It was time for the leaders and the people to make a decision about Jesus.  In today’s Scripture, John the Baptist had doubts about his decision and asked Jesus, “Who are You?”
II. Two Possible Reasons for John’s Doubts
     A. Difficult Circumstances  In Matthew 4:12 Matthew wrote that it was John’s arrest that led to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee.  (As you probably remember, John had been put in prison by Herod for preaching against King Herod’s marriage to his brother’s wife who was also his niece.)  Before his arrest, John had proclaimed Jesus as the coming Messiah, he had called Him “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29),  he had baptized Jesus in the Jordan River, and he had even said in John 3:30, “He must become greater; I must become less.”  But now, John had doubts.  He was puzzled by what he heard was happening and not happening, so he sent his disciples to ask Jesus, “Are you the one who was to come, i.e., the Messiah, or should we expect someone else?”

Rather than allowing his doubts to grow and become insurmountable, John didn’t wait but he sent his disciples to Jesus right away.  In his heart, he believed that Jesus was the Messiah, but things weren’t going the way John expected.  Because of this, John started to develop some doubts.  He asked for confirmation for his faith—he believed but his faith had become weak.  Like the man in Mark 9:24, John was saying, “I believe; help me overcome my unbelief!”  In these verses, we see at least 2 reasons for his doubts—the same reasons that can make one doubt today.  The 1st reason is difficult circumstances.

     John had a divine mandate from the angel of the Lord—turn to Luke 1:11-17.  John’s mission was to preach and announce the coming Messiah and the kingdom of God.  He did just that—turn to 
Matthew 3:1-2, 7-12.  But John’s brief career had ended in disaster; now he was silenced.  After only about 18 months of preaching, he was locked up—confined and isolated in an underground dungeon.  For someone like John, who had perhaps never lived in a house, this must have been agony.


After being in this prison for more than a year, John began to wonder if he had been right.  He started to second guess himself.  Where was God’s justice?  Where was the judgment—the baptizing “with fire?”  Who was Jesus really?  In his mind John may have been praying, “Lord, why don’t you help me?”

John knew where to go to find the answers to his questions and doubts.  John’s response was to go to Jesus; so, unable to go himself, he sent some of his disciples to Jesus.  In His love and understanding, Jesus didn’t chew out the disciples and send them back to John with their heads hanging low.  Instead, He performed some miracles just for John’s sake.  Luke 7:21 says, “At that very time Jesus cured many who had diseases, sicknesses and evil spirits, and gave sight to many who were blind.”  Jesus went on and promised spiritual blessing if one didn’t waver in the midst of trying circumstances as He said, “Blessed is the man who does not fall away on account of me.”

Difficult circumstances are painful and trying for everyone, but our response, should be the same as John’s—going to the Lord and asking Him to put a stop to our doubts and anxieties and fears.  James 1:5 says, “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him.”  Jesus will answer and He won’t belittle anyone for their doubts.
     B. Unfulfilled Expectations  A 2nd reason for doubt is unfulfilled expectations.  Like everyone else, John had expectations of the Messiah.  If Jesus was the Messiah all Israel had been looking for, after almost 2 years, why wasn’t Jesus doing anything to oppose Rome, whether in words or actions?  Jesus’ miracles were OK, but they weren’t universal as everyone expected.  The Jews were expecting many prophets before the coming of the Messiah, not just Elijah.  Maybe Jesus was just one of those other prophets.

John had preached that the Messiah would bring judgment on all people.  So where was it?  Instead, Jesus was sending out disciples to heal and to preach that the kingdom was at hand but there was no judgment.  Jesus didn’t avenge the righteous—like John who was suffering in jail.  Jesus didn’t even defend Himself.  John had some incorrect expectations of the Messiah, and they were causing his doubts.

Every Christian needs to know the truth of God’s Word—we must study it continually.  Then knowing what God’s Word says, we won’t have unrealistic or incorrect expectations.  This in turn will protect us from doubt and help drive it away when it does come.  Every Christian needs to be like the Bereans in Acts 17:11 who “were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so.”

III. Jesus responded to John’s Question


Jesus didn’t respond to John’s question with a simple “Yes” or “No.”  As the “Creator of all things” (Colossians 1:16), Jesus knew that John needed more than that.  So, Jesus gave John’s disciples proof or evidence they could take back.  Before their very eyes He displayed His power and authority by doing many miracles.  Jesus didn’t do anything to relieve John’s physical suffering, but He sent proof that He was the Messiah.  Isaiah had prophesied about the work of the Messiah—turn to Isaiah 35:5-6.  As prophesied, Jesus made the blind to see, the lame to walk, those who had leprosy were cured, the deaf were able to hear, the dead were made alive, and the good news was preached to the poor.


Jesus finished by giving a gentle warning—saying in so any words: “Don’t continue to doubt if you want to have the blessing of My joy and peace.”  John and his disciples had to look at the big picture—look at the blessings and judgments that were being brought—blessings of healing and good news to the poor and oppressed and certain judgment to those who rejected Jesus’ ministry and message.  
IV. Jesus’ tribute to John the Baptist


Jesus didn’t condemn or belittle John for his doubts, instead, after John’s disciples left, Jesus turned to those gathered around and gave a glowing tribute to this “greatest of those born to woman.”  There were several reasons for this tribute.
     A. John had strong unmovable convictions.  John didn’t waver like grass or “a reed swayed by the wind.”  He stood firm against the winds of adversity and danger.  That’s why he was in prison.  Whatever the people went to see, it wasn’t a weak or indecisive man.  He stood up to the teachers of the law, the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and even Herod himself.  John had strong convictions and he stood and fell by them.
     B. John denied self.  John was not a self-seeker or a self-server.  He was not interested in the ease and approval of the world.  He didn’t dress “in fine clothes.”  He was so consumed by God’s call that he was not attracted to the world and its standards.  His devotion to his ministry outweighed personal interests and comforts.  He denied self for the sake of his ministry; his lifestyle aided his own physical and spiritual discipline.
     C. John was more than a prophet.  John was a prophet because he was God’s spokesman—the 1st spokesman in almost 400 years.  But John was more than a prophet.  He was the one about whom prophesy had been given.  He was the prophet who would announce the arrival of the Messiah.  Turn to Malachi 3:1.  In quoting this verse, Jesus said that John was this messenger.  Jesus went on to say that “among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist.”  To emphasize the seriousness of what He said, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth.”  John was the greatest human being who had lived until that time.


John’s message was great because of the greatness of the One he introduced.  But so that the people didn’t misunderstand the nature of John’s greatness, Jesus added, “Yet he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.”  Although he was a spiritual giant among men, John’s unique greatness was in his role in human history, not in his spiritual inheritance, in which he would be equal to every other believer.  
    D. John was the culmination of the Law and the Prophets.  Finally, John was the culmination—the climax—of the messianic prophesies found in the Law and the Prophets—all which looked forward to the arrival of the messianic kingdom.  John’s ministry was to prepare the nation for Jesus and to present Jesus to the nation.  As the angel said, “He will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah.”  John was like Elijah externally in his rugged independence and his nonconformity and internally in his “spirit and power.”  Since the Jews didn’t accept the King and His kingdom, another Elijah-like prophet would be sent in the future.  Because Israel didn’t accept the message of John the Baptist, John could not be the Elijah from Malachi 4:5 who will come “before the great and dreadful day of the Lord.”  Another prophet like Elijah is still yet to come, perhaps as one of the 2 witnesses of Revelation 11:1-9.

Jesus finished with a final warning, “He who has ears, let him hear.”  In essence, Jesus was saying, “John is the prophesied forerunner of the Messiah.  As John has said, I am the Messiah.  You must decide whether or not to believe.”  There is an old saying, “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.”  God sent His messenger, but many refused to recognize him.  And God sent His Truth, but they refused to accept Him.  John 1:11 says, “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.”  God can send His message, but it’s up to man to choose—as Joshua said in Joshua 24:15, “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve.”  That is why Jesus ended with the appeal that those who have ears should use them to hear.

V. Conclusion

I don’t know about you, but I’m glad to see that men and woman in the Bible had doubts and got depressed —some of them towers of strength in God—people like the prophet Elijah, King David, Naomi who changed her name to Mara (bitter), and John the Baptist.  Charles Spurgeon summed it this way: “Fits of depression come over most of us.  Usually cheerful as we may be, we must at intervals be cast down.  The strong are not always vigorous, the wise not always ready, the brave not always courageous, and the joyous not always happy.  There may be here and there men of iron . . . but surely the rust frets even these.” If the strong, the wise, the brave, and the joyous can experience doubt and depression, we should not be surprised when doubt and depression come our way.
John knew his call was from God.  He had done what God demanded.  Even Jesus said that he was the greatest of those born to women.  And what were the results?  He had already spent over a year in jail and, although John didn’t know it at the time, it would end with his being beheaded.  Like John, we may have our doubts because of difficult circumstances and unfulfilled expectations—things just aren’t working out as we think they should.  These doubts can easily lead to depression.

If we are going to rise from our doubts and depression, we need to go to the Lord like John did, in faith and trust the instant they begin to appear.  David wrote a lot about depression.  Turn to Psalm 34:4-10.  Now turn to Psalm 37:39-40.  When we are troubled, rather than looking at ourselves or even going to self-help books, we need to go to our Lord and Savior.

But when we go to the Lord, we must not expect His solution to be our solution.  If John expected to be let out of jail, he didn’t get what he wanted.  Isaiah 55:8 says, “’For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,’ declares the Lord.”  But as the omniscient, loving, eternal God, we know that His way and His timing will be the best for us.  We need the same attitude and goal of the Apostle Paul.  Turn to 2 Corinthians 4:16-18.  As Paul wrote in Romans 8:37, “in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.” 

The next time doubt or depression come, take your eyes off yourself, and turn to God—Psalm 42:11 says, “Why are you downcast, O my soul?  Why so disturbed within me?  Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior, and my God.”  Psalm 55:22 adds, “Cast your cares on the LORD and he will sustain you; he will never let the righteous be shaken.”   In Isaiah 41:13 we are reminded, “For I am the LORD your God who takes hold of your right hand and says to you, Do not fear; I will help you.”  
Proverbs 3:5-6 summarizes it all: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”  
When doubts or depression come, take your eyes off yourself, and turn to God.
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