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Lesson: Dealing with Doubt: Questions from john the Baptist

SESCN B 472

Bibiical Passags

Matthew 11:1-15

Supporting Passage

Matthew 14:1-12, Luke 7:18-35

Memory Verse

Matthaw 11:5

BibHcal Truth

By iooking to jesus and tie evidence of His identity as God's Son, we can be encouraged even during ditficult times.
Context

While imprisoned by Herod because of his preaching, John the Baptist sent some of his followers to verify if Jesus was in fact
Messiah. Jesus responded by pointing to the evidence of His actions. He then nublicly praised John and acknowledged his
prophetic minislry in preparing the way for Mossioh even though some pecple rejected his message.

fovastigation

Tohn the Baptist sent his followers to see Jesus as John languished in prison in the fortress of Machaerus, located east of the
Dead Sea. His imprisonment had lasted possibly as long as a year, during which Jesus had traveled extensively throughout
Gatilee teaching and healing. Ironically, in the course of his journey Jesus’ ministry caused questions for John and for others.
Far example, Matthew 11:20-23 records that the citizens of the throe citics in which Josus spent the most time and
performed the most miracles hed nel accepted Rim as Messiah,

Wilh this confusion growing about who Jusus was, John sent his disciples 1o Jesus to ask if He truly was Msssiah, lasus
affirmed the truth by pointing them to the miraculous things He was doing as evidence.
importance

This passage teaches that fesus is God and Sgvior. 1t is important for learners because it points them to Jesus as the rock of
their faith in difficult Hmes. When doubls come, learners can rest in the knowiedge that the Savior they have placed Lhew
faith in will remaln with them throughout eternity.

This passage also teaches that

Interpretation

Matthew 11:1 Affer instructing &nd sending out His 12 disciples on a mission {Maithew 10:1-42), Jesus continued to teach
and preach in “the towns of Galiles,” These towns may have included Magdala, o small fishing village; Tiberius; Korazin;
Capernaum; Bethsaida; and Gadars.

Matthew 11:2-3 The region of Galilee was ruled by Herod Antipas, wha actually served under the autherity of Rome, He
was an evil man who governed hoth Galilee and Perea, which made an extensive territory on the sastern side of the Jordan
River. Herod maintained two fortresses in this Perean region, one of which was at Machaerus, east of the Dead Sea. Herod
had imprisoned John in the fortress at Machaerus. Matthew had earlier mentioned John’s imprisonment {4:12), but he did not
explain the reason for it until Tater in his Gospel: John had incensed Herod when he condemned the marriage of Herod to
Herodios, Herod's sister-in law (14:3-5}. John was vsed Lo open spuces and crowds interested in his message from God. But
e was now conlined to a dark arnd restrictive dungoeon,

Prior to his imprisonment, John had baen faithful in preparmg the way for Jesus, praclumnng that He would baptize with “the
Holy Spirit and with fire” (Matthew 3:11). john had publicly acknowledged Jesus as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the
sin of the world!” (John 1:29). He had baptized Jesus, had seen the Spirit of God come down and remain on Jesus, and had
encouraged his disciples to follow Tesus.

While in prison, Jolur heard aboul "whel Chrisl wes doing,” which probably included Jesus’ teachings, His miracles, and His
popularily with the people. John likely expected Messiah Lo bring an end to injustice in the world, perhaps including his own
wrongful imprisonment. Yet fesus had done nothing to set up the earthly kingdom most Jews were expecting from Messiah.
Thus John may have been confused about Jesus, wondering if He really was Messiah, John used the phrase, “the one who was
to come,” which was commonly used Ly the Minor Prophets of the Old Testament o speak of the One who would enact God's
judgment on a wicked and disobediant world. From looking at John's message of repentance, it seems that John was most
anliciputing ihis uspect of judgment from Jesus. On the conlrary, most necpole had zeen Jesus as o lender Leschor up to this
time; He taught about God’s Kingdom and showed great care for people. This was more in line with the Minor Prophaots’
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emphasis in the Old Testament, in which they typically spoke of Messiah’s humility: He who was to come would willingly
suffer in obedience to God's plan for redemption.

Matthew 11:4-6 Rather than answering John's question directly, Jesus told John's disciples to return and tell John what they
had weon and heard 50 John could interprat the evidence for limself, Jesus had performed nuraclos: sight for the blind,
mobiity for the fame, cleaasing for the Japrous, h-:grjr:]"me deaf, and life for the dead. These miraclas were foretoid in
Isafal 35:5-6, which spoke of Messiah’s work. jesus meniioned ihe “good news” that was being “preacied to the poor,”
messianic words that were aiso forstold in Isaiah 61:1-3. Certainly john would have been familiar with both of these
prophecies. fesus knew that john would understand them in light of His ministry. Christ's teaching, healing, and suffening
were essential to God's plan of bringing about reconciliation for a lost world. While He condemned people in the towns that
rejected Him (Matthew 11:20-24), Josus’ judgment. would come later whaen e returned in powar and glory in the cnd times.

Iesus then added a personal word to John, perhaps as a gentle rebuke cither Lo John or his disclples: “Blossed is the man who
dees nol fall away on account of me.” Jesus emphasized thal those wio did not stumble because of their oxpectations of what
Messiah would be like would be “hiessed,” experiencing a lasting joy independent of external situations.

Matthew 11:7-10 Jesus did not criticize John hecause of his question. Instead, He praised John. Jesus emphasized that John
was not an indecisive, double-minded man who wavered in his opinions (like a “reed swayed by the wind"}. Nor was John a
comlort-loving ndividual who pursued the finer things in e and bocame upset when he dd not gof what he wanted.
Instead, jesus allirmed that john was a “propher.” Like Uhe Leus propheis of old, John was a man who did sol faller in his
noral standards. He maintained the highest integrity. He fearlessly carried vut his mumustey despile oppesilion. And he
remained a champion of truth and righteousness in every situation, Yet uniike the former prophets who only foretold of
Messiah's coming, John was “more than a prophet”"—he was the Messiah's personal “messenger,” the one who had prepared
the way for Jesus the Messiah {Malachi 3:1).

Mudthew 11:11 Jesus smphasiced John's grastness. He even said that none was greater than him up to that point, Pul jesus
unticipated a time when the Kingdom of heuven would come in power (aiter His death, burial, and resurrection). Then aven
the “least” person whu viperienced the fuliness of God’s Kingdor would be greater than the great man of God, John the
Bapfist.

The people of the old covenant and those of the new covenant are in contrast here, The people of Israel (those of the old
covenant) were focused on God's earthly kingdom with its promises and blessings. They were concerned about earthly justice,
influence, and domination. They expected Mossivh Lo bring about their hopes and drearss, They hod a lesser focus on heaven
and the unseen aspects of Gud's reigr, By contrast, followers of Christ (those of the new covenant, or of the "iEngdom of
heaven” would be focused on God's spiritual Kingdom with its promises and blessings. While we have a concern for earthly
Justice and influence, our greater concern is on the eternal aspects of God's Kingdom and the intangible elemenis of God’s
reign like love, joy, and peace,

Maithew 11:12-15 Verse 12 is difficult to understand and has been the subject of many different interpretations. The most
likely explanation is that it was a rebuke to the Pharisees and other veligious leaders in the erowd. From the time when John
appeared on the scene in Jerusalem proclaiming the coming Xingdom of heaven, the Jewish leaders had largely rojected him
and his massage, which meant rejecling the Kingdom as well. Many other people, however, acceptad his message and
prepared themseives for Christ und His spiritual Kingdom. This Kingdom was “forcefuily advancing,” first through john's
preaching, then through Jesus’ teaching. But the Jewish religious leaders were * oreeful” in their opposition to Christ’s
Kingdom, for it was not like the Kingdom they wanted or expected. The Greek word translated as “forcefully advancing” can
also be Egclg_t:_stgg(iis“receiving violent or forceful treatment.

John was the end of those who prophesied about the Kingdom of heaven and the corming Messiah. As the last prophet and the
forerunner of Messiah, John witnessed the inauguration of the Kingdom he had foretold along with sarlier prophels and the
Law. Though John had earlier denied that he was Elijak {john 1:21), Jesus affirmed that John was “the Elijah” whom God had
promised would come before the appearance of Messiah (see Malachi 4:5), Yet the Jews, especially the religious leaders, by
and large rejected John.

Matthew 11:16~19 Jesus further rebuked “this generation,” which consisted of the Jewish people in general and their
feaders m parlicular. They had dishonored both john and jasus s they rejected them, their ministry, and their messuge. Like
fickte children watching o'her children play 2 game and refuslug o juin in, the Jews did nol wanl to “dance” to happy music
ur "mourn” &t ike sound of sad wmusic. They were stubborn and seemingly impossible to please. They refused any appeal Lo
Join the Kingdom of heaven despite the contrast in the messengers.

John's style was one of strict simplicity, from his clothing and diet to his message. The Jews rejected him, claiming he was
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demon-possessed. Jesus’ style was relaticnal and joyous, yet the Jews rejected Him as well, claiming He was & “glutton and
drunkard,”

God in His wisdom planned these conirasting styles for His messengers. Though the Jews presented false characterizations of
both Jesus and John and refused {5 accent thelr message, Gofd's purnoses were accompiishod

Impiications

John the Baptist was chosen by God to be the forerunner of Jesus Christ. As such, he was the only New Testament prophet
and was given the privilege and responsibility of proclaiming to that generation that Jesus is and Scvior, John paved the
way for Christ's earthly ministry, but even he came 1o the point of having doubts ahout whether Jesus was really the One he
was prophesying about. Conseaquently, fohn went from heing a faithful witness to a confused bystander after haing
imprisoned by Horod.

I the very forerunner of Jesus can huve doubls, we alse ¢om hecome confusad and have timdss of doubt as well. The
circumstances we face, the trying times we go through, and even the simple mysteries of God can all leave us wondering if
we really have it all figured out. it would not be an exaggeration to say that all Christians have struggled about some aspect
of the Christian iife at one time or anothsr. Yet it is during the trying, confusing, frustrating—even doubting—times that we
really grow as Christians. God has the ability to take seemingly negative situations such as doubt and turn them into learning
and faith-strengthening lessons. What s necessary [or hat to hoppen is for Christians to admil 1o God thal we are situggling

 Are spiritual doubts always a negative tning?

+ Where do doubts come from? Satan? A lack of faith? A search for deeper spiritual truth?

« Describe a time when you had doubts about God, but came away from the experience with a
greater faith in and understanding of God.

« Do you think that Jesus' actions can strengthen the faith of some people while causing others
more doubts? Why?

“1 show you doubt, to prove that faith exists.”—Raobert Browning
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