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Text 
After Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from there to teach and preach in the 

towns of Galilee. 2 When John heard in prison what Christ was doing, he sent his disciples 3 to ask him, 

"Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?" 4 Jesus replied, "Go back and 

report to John what you hear and see: 5 The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are 

cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor. 6 Blessed is the man 

who does not fall away on account of me." 7 As John's disciples were leaving, Jesus began to speak to the 

crowd about John: "What did you go out into the desert to see? A reed swayed by the wind? 8 If not, what 

did you go out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? No, those who wear fine clothes are in kings' palaces. 

9 Then what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. 10 This is the one 

about whom it is written: "'I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.' 

11 I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the 

Baptist; yet he 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 been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it. 13 

For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John. 14 And if you are willing to accept it, he is the 

Elijah who was to come. 15 He who has ears, let him hear. 16 "To what can I compare this generation? 

They are like children sitting in the marketplaces and calling out to others: 17 "'We played the flute for 

you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.' 18 For John came neither eating nor 

drinking, and they say, 'He has a demon.' 19 The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, 'Here 

is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and "sinners." 'But wisdom is proved right by her 

actions." 

 

Introduction 
 Today’s sermon is for those of us who may have experienced some great 

moments with Jesus, who may have even testified boldly to him at times, but now find 

ourselves filled with doubts – “Is he really all that?”  “Is this what it’s supposed to be 

like?”  Jesus doesn’t make us feel much anymore. 

 If you’re not a Christian I think you will still find what we’re looking at today 

interesting because we’ll be going over again who Jesus really is.  If you’re a Christian 

who’s currently riding on a spiritual high, great… but just wait because low times will 

come.  If you’re either of these two there is definitely stuff in here for you, but this 

passage is especially for people who have put their life on the line in the past but are now 

in a place where they are questioning what we looked at last week – Is it all worth it?  Is 

this what salvation looks like? 

 Last week we saw that the gospel is worth dying for.  We saw the sober warnings 

about what it will mean to be indentified with Jesus in the same world that resisted and 

finally crucified him.  It will mean suffering, hardship, persecution, rejection, broken 
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relationships, perhaps even death.  But we saw that losing your life for Jesus’ sake means 

actually finding it.  Being so radically and completely identified with Christ is where life 

is actually found. 

 But that’s not always obvious, is it?  What’s obvious is often the pain of family 

dysfunction or societal corruption; the difficulty of ministry or just the wearisome-ness of 

life.  If you haven’t felt disillusionment, you probably haven’t lived long.  Today we’ll 

see that it’s okay to feel.  It’s okay to feel the weight of discouragement.  The greatest 

spiritual giants of history have all felt that.  Jesus welcomes us when we come to him 

with those honest emotions.  In short, what we’re going to see from the text of Scripture 

before us today is just this: when in doubt, look again to Christ, and you will dance. 

 

Let’s pray to him... 

 

John’s Doubts 
 Verse 1 of chapter 11 closes off the extended discourse of chapter 10 where Jesus 

was teaching his disciples about their immediate mission and future missional lifestyle.  

We don’t hear anything here about how that went for his disciples, because this is after 

all only secondarily about followers of Jesus.  Matthew is writing primarily to tell us 

about Jesus.  “After Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from 

there to teach and preach in the towns of Galilee” (v. 1).  We find a similar statement at 

the close of the discourse found in chapters 5-7 called the Sermon on the Mount – “When 

Jesus had finished saying these things…” (7:28).  So today we continue to follow Jesus’ 

ministry as we start a new section in Matthew’s Gospel.  And the theme of this next 

section seems to be about answering the question, “Is Jesus really the Messiah?” 

 And the first person we see wrestling with that question is John the Baptist.  

“When John heard in prison what Christ was doing, he sent his disciples to ask him, ‘Are 

you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?’” (vv. 2-3).  Notice 

that Matthew uses the title “Christ” (which means Messiah; cf. Jn. 4:25) to describe 

Jesus, leaving no doubt where he stands on the issue.  He’s writing to tell us that Jesus is 

the Messiah.  But John was essentially having doubts, wondering if Jesus really was the 

One they’d all been waiting for, or if he should continue looking. 

 We were first introduced to John in ch. 3.  If you’ll remember, he was a popular 

preacher outside of Jerusalem in the desert of Judea.  And people flocked to him.  He had 

a peculiar kind of sobriety about him.  He boldly called people to repentance and was 

baptizing them in the Jordan River in preparation for the coming Messiah, proclaiming 

that the kingdom was right around the corner.  When Jesus came to him to be baptized, 

however, John protested.  John recognized something unique about Jesus – “[No, no, 

no…] I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” (3:14).  But Jesus insisted 

and John obeyed Jesus and in that moment he saw heaven opened up and “the Spirit of 

God descending like a dove and lighting on [Jesus].  And a voice from heaven said, ‘This 

is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’” (v. 17).  What an experience that 

must have been for John!  Maybe you’ve never heard an audible voice, but there may 

have been times when it really seemed like heaven opened to you and the mystery of 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in action to save you became so vivid to the eyes of your 

heart.  Can you remember some of those times? 
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 Well in chapter 4, verse 15 we get a brief statement about John; it just says – 

“When Jesus heard that John had been put in prison, he returned to Galilee [and began his 

full-blown public ministry].”  John had been put in prison.  The sensational specifics of 

that story will be related to us in ch. 14.  We won’t go into it in detail here.  The Jewish 

historian Josephus, who actually mentions John a fair bit, says that he was held in 

Herod’s fortress by the Dead Sea called Machaerus.  So just get the picture of John’s 

situation now.  He’s gone from such a profound experience of Jesus to a dungeon.  His 

ministry to large crowds had ended.  The exciting buzz around him had dissipated.  There 

was still a group of loyal people that visited him in prison, but based on what we saw 

from them in 9:14 when they asked Jesus about fasting they were a bit confused and 

disoriented themselves.  Not sure where they stood; felt like they were standing on a 

tectonic plate that was pulling apart beneath them.  And now we see in today’s text that 

they relay John’s despairing inquiry to Jesus – “So are you really the one who was going 

to come and rescue us?” 

 I mean, think about it: your life ends in solitude, rejection, and (as we’ll read in 

ch. 14) beheading.  This is how things are coming together for John.  Is God still God?  Is 

he loving?  Is he in control?  What’s going on?  Has the kingdom really come?  “Why 

was he, John the Baptist, languishing in the stifling heat of the prison at Machaerus 

fortress for challenging the morals of Herod, while Jesus the alleged Messiah did nothing 

about this injustice?”
1
  Can you feel him?  Look again at v. 2 – “When John heard in 

prison what Christ was doing…”  You could almost read this as when he heard in prison 

what Jesus was not doing.  In other words, he was not bringing a swift end to injustice; he 

was not righting the wrongs of the world; he was not bringing God’s decisive judgment 

against evil.  What was he doing?  He was fraternizing with tax collectors, hanging out 

with sinners, and spending his time up in the backwater towns of Galilee.  “So are you 

the one who was to come or not?”  It’s a natural question. 

 John’s someone who saw things so clearly at one point in his life, but now 

surrounded by the darkness he’s not so sure anymore.  He loses his bearings.  Why is it 

still this hard, you know?  Jesus will say in just a moment that John is ‘the Elijah’ who 

was to come just before the Messiah (see Mal. 4:5).  Now how well do you remember 

your OT?  Elijah, that great prophet of old… he too had a very similar experience.  Have 

you heard of the showdown on Mt. Carmel with the prophets of Baal?  After standing up 

boldly to evil King Ahab and his corruption and seeing heaven opened up and fire fall on 

the altar, making it abundantly clear that Yahweh is God (1Kngs. 18), we see Elijah 

drained emotionally in 1 Kings 19 and in a cave, ready to die, feeling all alone, 

depressed, looking out over his nation and seeing only bleakness.  God where are you?  

The parallels between Elijah and John are spooky.  And if such bouts of overwhelming 

despair plagued these great men, should we expect something different for us?  All the 

hurt makes things look so hopeless. 

 We’re in the Advent Season, a season of longing in anticipation for Christmas.  

Dietrich Bonhoeffer said that “a prison cell, in which one waits and hopes for the door to 

be opened from the outside, is not a bad picture of Advent.”  We sing, “Long lay the 

world in sin and error pining, ‘Til He appear’d and the soul felt its worth.  A thrill of 

hope the weary world rejoices, For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.”  Christmas 

– a celebration of peace and joy, the celebration that Jesus has indeed come; the light of 

Christ has flooded in, the hope that breaks apart the darkness and rescues the world.  
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Right?  Well then why is the world so dark still?  Why did Dietrich Bonhoeffer come out 

of his Nazi concentration camp cell at dawn on April 8, 1945, only to be forced to strip 

naked and get hung with a thin wire?  Two weeks before U.S. soldiers liberated the 

camp!  Why are we still living in Advent mode 2,000 years after the Christ has come? 

 John was longing for the redemption of the world, for it to be set right.  Going 

back to chapter 3 we can see a little more of his expectations for the one who was to 

come after him – “His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing 

floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire” 

(3:12).  John had expectations based on Scripture that when the Messiah comes, there 

will be an end to these troubles.  The Messiah would bring the fires of judgment.  And 

Jesus is here talking about parties and new wine and John is shackled in a prison cell 

while the godless Herod is partying with wine.  Jesus!? 

This is still why many Jewish people reject Jesus today.  The story is told of “a 

New York City rabbi who was told by a witnessing Christian that Jesus was the Messiah.  

The rabbi walked to his window, looked out at the city, unchanged in all its corruption, 

and returned, shaking his head.  ‘No,’ he said, ‘when the Messiah comes there will be 

justice.”
2
  It kind of makes sense. 

 But notice here that John went to Jesus with these thoughts.  He didn’t chuck 

Jesus and look elsewhere.  He went to him.  Though he was perplexed, he didn’t give up.  

His question via his disciples was itself an act of faith.  That has to be recognized.  He 

wants to believe.  He’s asking Jesus to help him.  When in doubt, look again to Christ.  

Look more carefully.  Try to get the big picture. 

 

Jesus’ Response to John 
 How does Jesus respond to John?  This is neat: He doesn’t ignore his question.  

He’s not shocked that such a question would come from John.  He’s not discouraged 

himself.  And he doesn’t belittle the question.  He gives it a profound answer.  And 

afterwards to all those around him he praised John as a great man.  In fact, “among those 

born of women,” Jesus says in v. 11, “there has not risen anyone greater than John the 

Baptist.”  Jesus didn’t think John was a weakling for having such doubts, someone 

fragile.  “What did you go out into the desert to see?  A reed swayed by the wind?  If not, 

what did you go out to see?  A man dressed in fine clothes [the word has connotations of 

effeminate; the equivalent today would be some guy who wears moisturizing cream and 

gets manicures]?  No, those who wear fine clothes are in kings’ palaces.  Then what did 

you go out to see?  A prophet?  Yes, I tell you…”  Jesus doesn’t think John was a softy.  

John was a steel-spined, oak of a man, not someone who could be blown and tossed 

about, fluctuating.  And yet he could be struck with disappointment.  That alone is 

comforting for those of us who are just bruised reeds. 

 But examples of strong people having moments of weakness is not the main 

comfort here.  The main comfort is who Jesus is.  And getting to that let’s unpack the 

message he sends back to John in vv. 4-5 – “Jesus replied, ‘Go back and report to John 

what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy 

are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor.”  

What’s Jesus doing?  He is citing a smattering of OT messianic prophecies from Isaiah 

(Is. 35:5-6, 61:1-2, and maybe 26:19 or 29:18-19) and saying, “Look!  I’m doing those 

things – healing, raising the dead, preaching good news to the poor.” 
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 But this is not a “I’m not so sure you’re the Messiah” – “Uh huh!  Yes I am!  

See?”  There’s more to it than that.  Jesus is not defending himself so much as teaching 

John a lesson.  Jesus is selective in his citation of the OT texts.  And in his selectivity he 

is making a point, a profound point.  He’s citing certain messianic descriptions while 

leaving out other details that find themselves right next to those parts he pulls out.  This 

will be easier to make clear I think if we look at a place in another gospel where Jesus 

applies one of these Isaiah texts to himself.  So look up Isaiah 61:1-2 and put your finger 

there.  Now turn to Luke 4:16-20: 

 

He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath 

day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom.  And he stood up to 

read.  The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him.  Unrolling it, he 

found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 

because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent 

me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the 

blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  

Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. 

 

“Many of those listening to Jesus would be tracking along with his reading in 

their own minds, and therefore they would be surprised when he stops and closes the 

scroll in the middle of a sentence!  [Flip back to Isaiah 61]  The very next phrase in 

Isaiah’s prophecy after ‘to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor’ is ‘and the day of 

vengeance of our God.’  Jesus doesn’t read that part – quite deliberately.  This isn’t the 

day of vengeance.  Not yet.  It is the year of favor, the time of good news!”
3
  See that?  

Same thing here.  Do you get the significance of leaving off the last part of the sentence?  

Jesus is saying, and proving by his miraculous activities, that he is indeed the Messiah, 

but at this time he is only doing half of the job, you might say.  He is delaying the 

judgment part. 

Why?  So that there can actually be people for whom Jesus’ kingship is good 

news, because if the king comes to the aid of his people by executing justice on all 

evildoers, and his people are also evil doers, nobody profits!  Do you see?  John wanted 

to see the winnowing fork at work and the fires of judgment finally and fully raging.  But 

the problem is that if that were to happen right then even he would not be untouched by 

the flames.  Everything and everyone would be burned up.  There is no one righteous, not 

even one… for all have sinned (see Rom. 3). 

Jesus will come again in “the splendor of his majesty” (Is. 2:10, 19, 20; compare 

2Thess. 2:8).  At some point, heaven will open and out will come (and we can only use 

symbolic language to describe the horror) a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful 

and True.  With justice he will judge and make war.  His eyes will be like blazing fire, 

and on his head will be many crowns.  He will be dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and 

his name is the Word of God.  The armies of heaven will follow him, riding on white 

horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean.  Out of his mouth will come a sharp 

sword with which to strike down the nations.  “He will rule them with an iron scepter.”  

He will tread the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty.  On his robe and on 

his thigh he will have this name written: KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS (see 
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Rev. 19:11-16).  That’s Jesus.  He will put a final end to all injustice and evil and 

suffering, dispelling sin and death forever (see also 2Thess. 1). 

But he hasn’t yet… so that you and I might be spared his judgment and 

experience his favor.  That’s the reason.  Oh what mercy!  “John: I know it’s hard, but 

it’s actually way better this way.”  Jesus didn’t come the first time to execute the day of 

God’s vengeance.  He came almost unnoticed as a baby in a feed trough, grew up as a 

nobody Nazarene, touched those who had needs, and eventually entered Jerusalem not on 

a white horse, but a donkey to die.  By his human life of perfect love and mercy he 

earned a world of bliss for us and by his human death on the cross he took a hell of agony 

for us.  So those of us who have been baptized into Christ, like Heath, have passed 

through the judgment and are raised to new life.  We still live in the constant reminders of 

sin and sometimes it is almost unbearable, but when he returns, “when the Lord Jesus is 

revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels” (2Thess. 1:7), we will 

have no fear of judgment, only the expectation of uncorrupted and incorruptible ecstasy. 

Oh it’s hard to wait, but as Peter says in 2 Peter 3:15, “Bear in mind that our 

Lord’s patience means salvation.”  There are many things still mysterious about God’s 

plan and his answer to his saints’ prayers down through the ages – “How long, O Lord?”  

But we must keep in mind that his delay in ending evil has meant the ability for you to be 

born, live, hear the gospel, repent, believe, and be born again to life eternal.  The one who 

is not put off by Jesus’ condescension to save sinners like you, but who submits to his 

merciful will is truly blessed indeed. 

The rest of Jesus’ comments on John here, while commending John, simply 

underscore the fact that Jesus is truly the hinge of history, the central figure that brings 

salvation, the one everything is oriented around.  John was “the one about whom it is 

written: ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you’” 

(v. 10).  That’s cool about John, but what does that say about Jesus?  “We should not 

miss the application to Jesus of a passage originally speaking of Yahweh.”
4
  John 

prepares the way for the LORD, who is Jesus, God in the flesh come to save his people 

from their sins. 

When Jesus says that John was great, “yet he who is least in the kingdom of 

heaven is greater than he” (v. 11), he is saying that he (Jesus) brings something new.  

And those living in this new era of the kingdom, even the most ordinary, are only greater 

than John the Baptist, “simply because of his or her ability, living on this side of the 

coming of Jesus the Messiah, to point him out with greater clarity and understanding than 

all his forerunners ever could.”
5
  It’s about Jesus.  The long anticipated kingdom is here, 

even though violence is done to it by the opposing kingdoms that momentarily remain (I 

think that’s what v. 12 means).
6
  Nevertheless, whatever v. 12 means Jesus makes it 

abundantly clear in v. 13 that John is the very end of the OT era of the Law and Prophets 

looking forward.  Now in Jesus the Law and the Prophets are fulfilled.  Elijah has come 

as prophesied (v. 14).  And the Messiah has come to.  God’s plan of salvation has come 

to fruition with unforeseen beauty – the messianic age brought in without messianic 

judgment so that all those who accept him as messiah can actually enjoy the blessings of 

salvation.  “He who has ears, let him hear” (v. 15). 

 

Our Response to Jesus 
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 So we looked at John’s response to Jesus – his doubts at Jesus’ Messiahship based 

on the fact that he wasn’t booting Herod and ending evil on behalf of the righteous 

remnant of Israel.  Then we saw Jesus’ response to John – patient, affirming, yet asserting 

that he is indeed the Messiah bringing Good News for those in need, just not bringing the 

punishment yet because that would cover everybody and Good News would not be 

experienced by anybody.  What we’re going see clearly in Matthew is that Jesus came to 

die, to take that punishment upon himself on behalf of those united to him by faith.  Now 

in this last part we see what should be our response to Jesus. 

 Jesus uses an analogy to broadly describe most people of his generation and I 

believe every subsequent generation.  Have you ever watched kids in their imaginative 

play?  My girls are in this stage right now.  Mary will say, “Lucy, you be the baby and 

you say, ‘Waaa!’  Okay?”  And Lucy says, “No, I don’t want to be the baby.  I want to be 

Emily Martin [Emily Martin is their cousin that they watched play basketball] and I’ll 

make a basket and you cheer for me.”  Mary: “No, I wanna be Emily Martin.”  Jesus 

watched little kids at play in the streets.  They loved to pretend weddings and funerals, 

but would often complain that others wouldn’t cooperate.  They wouldn’t dance a merry 

jig when they played the flute or be sad when they sang a dirge. 

 Jesus said it’s often like that with people.  They refuse to join in the appropriate 

responses even to the deadly serious and stupendously delightful realities of life.  “For 

John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon.’  The Son of Man 

came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax 

collectors and “sinners”’” (vv. 18-19).  Jesus is saying we shouldn’t deaden our emotions.  

We shouldn’t let the harshness of life cauterize our hearts.  We shouldn’t stuff our 

feelings until we become someone who really doesn’t know how to mourn or how to 

dance. 

We should listen to the Law (what John represents) and let it do its true work of 

bringing conviction to us, not judgment of others.  Let the weight of the Law sink in, slay 

any pride that rises up within.  Feel the fact that you are a sinner deserving nothing but 

God’s judgment.  And then listen to the Gospel (what Jesus represents) and truly 

understand what kind of salvation is yours in Christ – he took all your judgment so that 

there is full forgiveness, righteousness, acceptance, love, freedom, healing, hope.  Mourn 

over what’s truly sad and rejoice at what’s truly glad news.  As I heard one person say, 

Christians observe two funerals and a wedding every weekend: Jesus’ death, our death in 

Christ, and our union to Christ in his resurrection! 

 

Conclusion 
 So when in doubt, look again to Christ, and you will dance.  It may not be 

right away, but keep looking and you will dance.  It may not be the most elegant dance, 

but you will dance, especially at the wedding feast of the Lamb.  Because where the real 

Jesus is there is real joy.  Keep looking to Christ, keep peering into his love.  What kind 

of God is this?  Though he could have wiped us out, he came to be one of us, to suffer at 

our hands for our sins, so that we could participate in his eternal happiness.  Look to 

Christ.  Look closer.  Get the big picture in your mind.  Lament sin, especially your sin 

and marvel at what Christ has done to deal with sin in the cross. 

Charles Spurgeon once said, “I looked to Christ and the dove of peace flew into 

my heart.  I looked at the dove and it flew away.”  Don’t focus on the feeling and pursue 
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the feeling.  Look to Christ and pursue him as he is revealed in Scripture as the 

centerpiece of salvation-history.  Just keep looking there and seeing the gravity of your 

sin and then the relief of having it taken away.  Keep listening to that song and your foot 

will start to tap.  And you will see how “wisdom is proved right by her actions” (v. 19) – 

God’s actions in Christ are all-wise and superlatively beautiful. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
Reflecting on the wisdom and beauty of his plan of salvation in Christ, “may the God of 

hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with 

hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Col. 3:1-4). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 4, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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