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Sermon: Jesus and John the Baptist 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

In our lesson this morning we come across John the Baptist.  We 

haven’t seen him for a while, and for a good reason.  He’s been in jail.  More 

specifically, he’s in the palace/fortress/prison of Machaerus, a giant complex 

high on an eastern ridge overlooking the Dead Sea, about 25 miles south of 

its northernmost tip.  Machaerus was a retreat of Herod Antipas, the tetrarch 

of Galilee and Perea.  (Perea is what we now call Jordan.  A tetrarch is 

someone who is in charge of a fourth of a kingdom, what we might call a 

prince, or governor.)  John was in prison for the sake of the Gospel.  Herod 

Antipas had divorced his wife to marry his niece who had been married to 

Philip, Herod’s brother.  It was a horrible situation and John the Baptist had 

criticized Herod for his actions, calling him to repentance.  Herod threw him 

into the dungeon.  Here is a measure of how formidable a prison it was.  If 

you were to go to the ruins of this prison fortress today, you would still find 

iron hooks used to fasten chained prisoners stuck in the walls.   



 In any event, as we come to our lesson today we find that John the 

Baptist has been languishing in this terrible dungeon for months.  As harsh 

as the conditions were, however, he was allowed visitors and calling two of 

his disciples to his side, he gave them marching orders.  He sent them to the 

Lord Jesus with a question.  “Are you the one who was to come, or should 

we expect someone else?”  It’s a strange question, isn’t it, particularly as it 

comes from the lips of the Baptist?  He’s the one who leapt in his mother’s 

womb when Elizabeth visited the newly pregnant Mary.  He’s the one who 

prepared for his ministry by undergoing the rigors of a desert existence, 

eating locusts and wild honey.  He’s the one who pointed to Jesus, declaring 

to all who had gathered to hear his words, “Behold, the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world.”  Now he asks Jesus, “Are you the one or is 

there another to come?”   

What’s going on here?  There has been a long time disagreement 

about that within the church and solid, orthodox, believing Christians have 

come to different conclusions.  There are two basic views.  On one side we 

find people like St. Augustine and J. C. Ryle, who hold that John sent his 

disciples to Jesus, not because he had any questions he needed answered for 

himself, but because he wanted his disciples to be strengthened.  It was a 

way of John providing for them before he died.  Ryle put it this way: 



 We can easily imagine that John the Baptist must have felt 
much anxiety about the future course of his disciples.  He knew their 
ignorance and weakness in the faith.  He knew how natural it was for 
them to regard the disciples of Jesus with feelings of jealousy and 
envy. ...Against this unhappy state of things he makes provision, as far 
as possible, while he is yet alive.  He sends some of them to Jesus, 
that they may see for themselves what kind of teacher he is and not 
reject him unseen and unheard.  He takes care to supply them with the 
strongest evidence that our Lord was indeed the Messiah.  Like his 
divine Master, having loved his disciples, he loved the to the end.  
And now, perceiving that he must soon leave them, he strives to leave 
them in the best of hands.  He does his best to make them acquainted 
with Christ.   

John sent his disciples, not because his faith was wavering, but because their 

faith needed strengthening. 

 On the other hand, there are those, including Tertullian, Hughes and 

Hendriksen who think that John, suffering in prison and faced with death, is 

starting to become troubled, not for his disciples but for himself.  This is 

how their argument unfolds.  John has made a two-fold prophecy about 

Jesus.  He has said that Jesus would baptize with the Holy Spirit.  The 

miracles he has heard about—the healings, the raising of the dead and so on

—speak to the fulfillment of this prophecy.  But he has also spoken of the 

Lord’s coming with a judgement of unquenchable fire, laying the axe to the 

root of the tree, and he hasn’t seen any fulfillment of this.  The Romans are 

still in control of the land.  Their lackeys—the Herods and the Herodiases of 

the world are still living “high off the hog”.  The religious authorities are as 



blind to the truth and self-righteous as they have always been.  And John is 

still sitting in prison, getting no help from Jesus, as far as he can see.  The 

second part of his prophecy has not come to pass. 

 Now as much as I hesitate to disagree with St. Augustine or J. C. Ryle, 

it seems to me that the second way of looking at this passage is the most 

natural, particularly as the Lord directs his answer to John in a way designed 

to strengthen and encourage him.  We’ll look more closely at that later.  We 

need to remember for the moment is that that even when we have become 

Christians—real Christians—possessors of the faith and not professors only

—we will still have seasons of doubt and discouragement.  We will find 

ourselves at times wondering where God has gone.  Now of course he hasn’t 

gone anywhere; he is ever here—it will just feel like he is far away.  We in 

the church are not immune from these feelings and while the final outcome 

of the Christian’s battle against the world the flesh and the devil is not in 

doubt, it remains in this world a battle still.   

Think, for example, about the Apostle Peter.  One moment he is 

walking on water, heading out to meet his Lord.  He is full of confidence and 

good cheer.  The next moment he begins to sink, for the waves rise up and 

he takes his eyes off the Lord.  One moment Peter is full of courage, telling 



the Lord he is willing to die with him and the next moment he can’t even 

stay awake an hour to honour the Lord’s request to watch with him while he 

prayed.  One moment Peter is all righteous indignation, springing to action, 

cutting off the ear of the high priest’s servant when Jesus was arrested.  The 

next moment he is denying he ever knew Jesus when confronted by a young 

girl.  Beloved, it is a battle that we face and while it is a battle that all of 

God’s children will win, it is not a battle that is easy.   

 Now even though John was having a difficult time, note that he did a 

very wise thing.  He went to Jesus with his difficulty.  He spelled it out 

plainly.  He didn’t deny he had a problem.  He didn’t disguise it.  He faced it 

in a straightforward and courageous manner.  It’s as if he said, “Jesus, I’m 

having a rough time.  I am beginning to doubt.  I was sure, but now I find 

myself wavering.  So what is it?  Are you the one who was to come, or 

should we expect someone else?”  That is the way to take your problems to 

the Lord.  Take a sober assessment of your situation.  Face your difficulty.  

And whatever it is, take it to Jesus.  “Lord, I am an angry man and I need to 

learn self-control.  I am suspicious and in a constant aggressive posture.  I 

can’t seem to give people the benefit of the doubt or look at people with 

proper Christian charity.  I need your help.  Make me meek, or I will remain 

proud; grant me self-control or I will hurt even more people.”    “Lord, I 



have had set backs, and I can’t see your plan for me or feel your presence 

any more.  I feel like I am all alone and I have even lost the heart to read the 

Bible or come to you in prayer.  I thought I was O.K., but now I find that I 

have no spiritual strength.  I’m a beggar.  Will you deal with me mercifully 

so that once more I can praise your name with joy and thankfulness?”  

“Lord, I look at myself and I find that I love money too much.  I have set my 

heart on it and I don’t seem to be able to break free.  Lord, help me.  I can’t 

break these chains by myself, but I believe that you can.  Give me grace, or 

else I am lost.”  If you go to Jesus that way, with a humble and contrite 

spirit, submissive and teachable, he will hear and answer you.  His 

storehouse of mercy is sufficient, even for you.   

 And so it is that when John’s question comes to Jesus he does not send 

back a rebuke.  He knows and understands  what John is going through.  

Listen to Hebrews 4: 

 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize 
with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every 
way, just as we are—yet was without sin.  Let us then approach the 
throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and 
find grace to help us in our time of need.   

Listen to Jesus answer. 

 At that very time Jesus cured many who had diseases, 
sicknesses and evil spirits, and gave sight to many who were blind.  
So he replied to the messengers, “Go back and report to John what 



you have seen and heard: 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.  Blessed is the man who does not 
fall away on account of me.” 

The answer of Jesus is two-fold.  First, he points to what is going on.  “Look 

around you,” Jesus says.  “Open your eyes.  You are in the midst of an 

unprecedented demonstration of love and healing and power.”  And second, 

Jesus points out that what they see is what the Bible promised.  In his answer 

Jesus quotes Isaiah 26:19, 29:18ff, 35:5ff, and 61:1.  Scriptures are being 

fulfilled as promised.  And when Jesus says, “Blessed is the man who does 

not fall away on account of me,” he is saying, “John, don’t let the way that I 

fulfill my ministry cause you to have doubts or disappointments.  Trust that I 

know best not only what to do, but how to do it.  The timing is up to me.  

And if you must languish for a season in prison, then submit to it with a 

heart of faith and good cheer.  You will not be going through more that me.  

You will not have to bear the heavy cross that I will have to carry.  Humble 

yourself, trust me and be blessed.” 

 That is a word for every one of you here today.  Whatever you are 

going through, whatever burden you are carrying, it was the not given to you 

by accident.  It is all part of God’s plan and purposes and he means to do 

something through it.  What?  I don’t know.  But God does, and that is what 



counts.  So look to him in your distress, even as John did.  Humble yourself.  

Submit yourself to Jesus, knowing that he has done more for you than you 

will ever do for him.  And follow him with thanksgiving and good cheer.  

Look to him and take a step.  And be of good cheer, if only a little.  Then 

look to him and take another step and take heart once more.  And so on, and 

so on down through the days that the Lord gives you.     

 After Jesus gave an answer for the disciples to take back to John, he 

spoke to the crowd about the Baptist and vindicated his ministry, confirming 

its worth and power.  The question John brought to Jesus did not in any way 

taint to his ministry.  Look at the lesson, picking it up at verse 24: 

 After John’s messengers left, 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?  If not, what did you go out to see?  A man dressed in fine 
clothes?  No, those who wear expensive clothes and indulge in luxury 
are in palaces.  But what did you go out to see?  A prophet?  Yes, I tell 
you, and more than a prophet.  This is the one about whom it is 
written: ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare 
your way before you.’  I tell you, among those born of women there is 
no one greater than John; yet the one who is least in the kingdom of 
God is greater than he.” 

It is as if Jesus were saying to the crowd, “When you saw John, did you see 

someone swayed by the wind?  Did you see someone who was vacillating 

and easy going, or did you see someone with the courage to confront the evil 

he saw?  Did you see someone who was used to luxury—someone who was 



in the pockets of the rulers and the authorities—or did you see someone with 

integrity, speaking the truth at great cost to himself?  Did you see a prophet?  

Yes you did, but John is more.  John not only speaks the Word of God, the 

Word of God speaks about him.  Malachi, 400 years earlier, said, ‘See, I will 

send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me.’  Malachi was 

talking about John the Baptist.  There is in the whole of the Old Testament 

no one greater than John.  He is the one who stands at the dawn of a new 

age.  All salvation history, from Abraham, through Moses, Joshua, Samuel, 

David, Elijah, Elisha, Ezra, Nehemiah and all the rest has been moving to 

this moment when John the Baptist would announce the arrival of the 

Kingdom of God in Jesus Christ.” 

 Jesus looked at John’s work and declared that it was fulfilled.  He had 

done what he needed to do and was able to stand before the Lord as a 

workman unashamed.  He had announced the Messiah, saying, “Behold, the 

Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  He had emphasized 

conversion and repentance through which those who long for God might 

enter into the kingdom.  And finally, after he had done his job, he withdrew.  

He said of the Lord, “He must increase and I must decrease.”  He did not 

seek the limelight.  He was content to walk humbly in the path the Lord had 

prepared him for. 



 Now there were some who were willing to hear John’s message and 

others who weren’t.  Our lesson continues, 

 All the people, even the tax collectors, when they heard Jesus’ 
words, acknowledged that God’s way was right, because they had 
been baptized by John.  But the Pharisees and experts in the law 
rejected God’s purpose for themselves, because they had not been 
baptized by John. 

There were two categories of people: those who heard and those who didn’t.  

What was the difference?  One group had been baptized while the other 

hadn’t.  Now I want to be clear.  It wasn’t the baptism itself that made the 

difference, but what the baptism signified.  John had preached that the 

people needed to be baptized because they were morally filthy.  They needed 

cleansing from their sins.  Many realized John spoke the truth.  They were 

convicted of their sins and they repented, submitting themselves to baptism 

as a sign of their need and of the power of God to cleanse.  Many others, 

though, and especially those with positions of religious authority didn’t.  

You see, they thought they had kept the law.  Now they may not have felt 

they had kept it perfectly, but they felt they had kept is sufficiently.  They 

thought they had kept it well enough to be saved.   

 Why had their hearts become so dull there was no repentance?  Part of 

it had to do with familiarity.  They took their religion for granted, and so 



they had fallen into the habit of confessing with their lips instead of with 

their hearts, of saying their prayers instead of praying their prayers.   

Part of it had to do with shallowness.  They didn’t think too deeply 

about sin and so they didn’t think too highly about God.  John Owen, 

perhaps England’s greatest theologian, wrote, “He that hath slight thoughts 

of sin never had great thoughts of God.”  It works like this.  Serious 

contemplation of God brings about reflection upon sin; serious 

contemplation of sin brings about reflection upon God.  The two always go 

together.   

Part of it had to do with self-righteousness.  If you do not recognize 

what a deep problem sin is, you will come to imagine you can justify 

yourself before God.  Surely my niceness will make me acceptable to God.  

No.  It won’t.   

The greatest reason for lack of repentance is, however, a love of sin.  

People didn’t want to repent because they didn’t want to change.  They liked 

what they had.    Mortimer Adler was one of the greatest philosophers of the 

20th century.  He hesitated to become a Christian for many years.  This is 

what he wrote: 



[There’s] a great gulf between the mind and the heart.  I was on 
the edge of becoming a Christian several times, but didn’t do it.  I said 
that if one is born a Christian, one can be light-hearted about living up 
to Christianity, but if one converts by a clear conscious act of will, one 
had better be prepared to live a truly Christian life.  So you ask 
yourself, are you prepared to give up all your vices and the 
weaknesses of the flesh? 

Adler finally surrendered to the truth.  It had become undeniable.  He 

had run out of excuses.  The sorts of excuses used are found as our lesson 

ends. 

To what, then, can I compare the people of this generation?  
What are they like?  They are like children sitting in the marketplace 
and calling out to each other: 

“We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; 
we sang a dirge, and you did not cry.” 

For John the Baptist came neither eating bread nor drinking wine, and 
you say, “He has a demon.”  The Son of Man came eating and 
drinking, and you say, “Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of 
tax collectors and ‘sinners.’”  But wisdom is proved right by all her 
children. 

Play a happy song and some people complain that it is not sad.  Play a sad 

song and they complain it is not happy.  John comes not eating bread or 

drinking and people complain he is too strict.  Jesus comes eating and 

drinking and people complain he is not strict enough.  Beloved, you can 

always find excuses, but if you would be wise, put them all aside.  Look to 

Jesus and take heart, for in him the blind receive sight, the lame walk, the 



dead are raised and good news is preached to poor sinners like you and me.  

In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   


