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Introduction 

 

• Our brains are really good at recognising patterns and seeing connections between things. 

o We often notice when things we experience are similar to things we have seen before. 

o One way we can experience this is what is known as “déjà vu”. 

o I apologise to those learning English; that’s a French term that is used in English. 

o It literally means “already seen”. 

o It describes the experience we sometimes get when we are in an unfamiliar place, but it feels 

familiar; we feel like we have been there before. 

o We know we haven’t, but there is something about the place that makes us feel like we have. 

o Our brain has made a connection between something in the past that we are familiar with and 

something now that we are not. 

 

• You also get that feeling when you meet someone new that reminds you of someone you already 

knew in the past. 

o Maybe you can’t quite describe it; it could be their expression, or the way they walk, or 

something; they remind you of someone else. 

o They are different people, but they clearly remind you of each other. 

 

• Why am I explaining déjà vu to you? Because our passage draws a connection for us that is not that 

obvious to many of us. 

o Jesus connects John the Baptist to Elijah the prophet, the great prophet of the Old Testament. 

o If you were someone who knew your OT really well, and then you saw John the Baptist, it 

would be like déjà vu. 

o He looks familiar. He does familiar things. And Jesus tells us that this is not a coincidence, 

but the way God planned it to be. 

o As we dig into Jesus’ teaching here, and the OT behind what is going on, we will see the 

connections. And it will help us to understand Jesus better, as the fulfilment of the OT. 

 

Context (of John the Baptist) 

 

• John the Baptist is the main topic of conversation in our passage, but it’s been a while since he has 

turned up in Matthew’s gospel. So let’s remind ourselves who he is. 

o John the Baptist was a relative of Jesus, the son of Zechariah and Elizabeth; a baby promised 

beforehand to be someone of significance. 

o And he certainly caught the attention of the people. 

o He lived in the desert, in a very unusual life, and preached loudly that all needed to repent and 

be baptised. 

o Everyone needed to know they were sinners and to be ready for the One who was coming. 

o He pointed people to Jesus as the One who was coming. 
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• John had been in prison, now, for about a year or so while Jesus was ministering in the north of the 

country. 

o He was imprisoned by Herod for criticising his personal life; Herod took his brother’s wife 

for himself.  

o John was unafraid to speak out, and this led to him being in jail.  

o He can still communicate with his disciples, and he must hear what Jesus is doing in what 

shape his ministry has been taking. 

o This led to issues in John’s mind, and that is where our passage begins. 

 

TRANSITION Our passage today starts with a question from John in prison, which will lead us to this 

first point: 

 

1. It is reasonable to trust in Jesus based on the evidence (v2-5) 

 

• Look at v2-3 with me. 

o John hears what Jesus is doing, and he isn’t quite sure about things. 

o After all, do you remember what John said about the Christ, the one who was to come after 

him? 

o Back in Matt 3:12 he spoke of the Messiah as the one who would bless and judge, and it was 

the coming judgement that was a centrepiece of John’s preaching. 

o We can assume that John has heard of the kinds of things we have read about in chapters 8 

and 9: the healings, the forgiveness of sins, the calling of the tax collectors. 

o What John has not heard, and what we have not seen much of, is the judgement that is to 

come. 

o It seems that Jesus is big on blessing, light on judgement.  

o At this point in his ministry, anyway. 

o And perhaps, especially, judgement on people like the evil ruler who has imprisoned John 

himself! 

o So, John asks the question: “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?” 

o The ‘one who is to come’ is an unusual way of speaking of the Messiah, but John uses it in 

several places, and the most obvious is from Isaiah 35. 

o God will come with vengeance and recompense and salvation, as Is 35:4 says. 

 

• Jesus’ answer to John is not direct, at least to our ears. 

o Instead, he points John to the evidence of what is going on. 

o The blind see, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, 

and the poor have good news preached to them. 

o Why would Jesus refer John to these things as evidence that he is the one to come? 

o Because Jesus is simply continuing reading in Isaiah 35. 

o When the one who is coming does arrive, then: 

o 5 Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 

o  6 then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy. (Isa. 35:5-

6 ESV) 

 

o The last bit of v5 is from Isaiah 61 instead, a passage we know Jesus applied to himself in 

other places: 

▪ The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me to bring 

good news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim 

liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound; 2 to 
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proclaim the year of the LORD's favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to 

comfort all who mourn; (Isa. 61:1-2 ESV) 

 

o Jesus is saying to John: the prophecies are coming true! Yes, I am the Christ! 

▪ You can be confident in that. 

▪ There was prophecy, and now there is fulfilment. 

▪ Maybe you don’t see everything yet, but keep the faith.  

 

o The final proverb in v6 is an encouragement to stay strong; this is not a condemnation of 

John. 

▪ John is in prison, he has doubts, but Jesus does not condemn him for that. 

▪ Jesus gives him evidence to encourage him that his trust is in the right place. 

 

• This interaction between Jesus and John raises some important issues for us.  

o The first one is about what it means to trust in Jesus. 

▪ Sometimes we are told to trust people blindly. 

• That’s the kind of thing a cult leader might say; don’t ask questions, just trust 

me! 

• Or what we sometimes see from politicians; you might not see the evidence 

now, but trust us that we have a plan! 

▪ No, trusting Jesus is not something we do blindly, but there is evidence, a solid 

foundation that it is all true. 

• Jesus points to things that happened so John can draw his own conclusions. 

• Sure, there is faith needed, but it is a reasonable faith. 

• It is perfectly reasonable and rational to trust that Jesus is the Christ who can 

save you; don’t let anyone convince you otherwise. 

 

• The second important issue this raises is the whole idea of doubt. 

o All of us will, at times, have doubts and questions about Jesus, the Bible, salvation, all of it. 

▪ That’s life. We’re sinful people with limited knowledge. 

▪ We sometimes aren’t quite sure. 

▪ On our bad days, we might wonder if it’s all true. 

▪ Jesus doesn’t condemn us for this. 

▪ But notice what John does with his doubts. 

▪ John goes directly to Jesus to ask; he gives Jesus the benefit of the doubt even when 

he is not sure. 

▪ He wants to believe; he wants it to be true, and he needs assurance that he’s right. 

▪ As we see elsewhere with someone crying, Lord, I believe, help me with my unbelief! 

▪ It’s OK to doubt and ask questions. If Jesus is who he says he is, there is nothing to 

fear from asking questions. 

▪ You won’t ask the perfect question that will make it all be shown to be false! 

▪ Unlike cults and some other religions, questions are encouraged. There is ample 

evidence to support your faith. 

 

TRANSITION John the Baptist asked the question earlier; now Jesus goes on to explain how important 

John the Baptist is in world history: 

 

2. The Old Testament, climaxing in John the Baptist, testified to Jesus (v6-15) 
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• As the crowds around Jesus overheard the conversation of v2-6, Jesus takes the opportunity to better 

explain who John the Baptist is. 

o We need to know that John was very popular before he was imprisoned; thousands upon 

thousands went to the wilderness to be baptised by John. 

o They knew this man; they had seen him. 

o In v7-8, Jesus asks the crowd who they went to see. 

▪ Was he a reed shaken by the wind? 

• In other words, was he something common, for reeds are all along the 

Jordan? 

• Was he someone who was fickle and changed his mind like the wind? 

• No, definitely not. This was a man with conviction who stood out. 

▪ Was John a man dressed in soft clothing? 

• In other words, was this a man who was undisciplined and weak? 

• No, no-one could accuse John of that! 

▪ John was a prophet of the OT variety. 

• A man who was the mouthpiece of God, delivering a loud message to all who 

would hear. 

 

• John was a prophet, and more than a prophet as v9 points out. 

o He is really the last of the Old Testament prophets, the transition point between the Old and 

New Testaments. 

o There had been a 400-year gap since Malachi, the last prophet. 

o No one alive had seen a real prophet until John came.  

o And his power and message and person made it clear he was a prophet indeed. 

o John was special, even among the other prophets. 

o He was foretold himself in the book of Malachi; the quote in v10 is from Malachi 3:1.  

o John was that messenger who prepared the way for the Messiah. 

o There was no-one greater than John. 

o Not only did he point forward to the Messiah, as the others did, but he actually saw the Christ 

himself and pointed people to Him. 

 

• John was a great, memorable figure. A super important person in the history of God’s work with his 

people. 

o Yet look at the end of v11. 

o “Yet the one who is the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.” 

o Those in the kingdom of heaven are those who know who Jesus is in his fullness, who know 

Jesus’ death and resurrection, and who trust in Him. 

o In other words, Christians. 

o If you are a Christian, even a brand new one, even one who has little importance or reputation 

in the world, you are greater than John the Baptist. 

▪ Jesus knew John would die and not see the fullness of the kingdom come about. 

o Greater in the sense of knowing more, having a greater understanding, knowing of greater 

promises and blessings and hope. 

 

• Keep that in mind on the days you feel low and insignificant and unimportant to God. 

o How can God care for me, you will think sooner or later. 

o He does. You are of infinite value if you trust in Jesus. 

o Christ died for you.  

o Your worth is not your family or your skills, but what Jesus has done for you. 
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• And then we come to v12. This is, I need to say upfront, a tricky verse. 

o Different versions of the Bible have this verse translated quite differently from one another.  

o Rather than get bogged down in the options, I think that in context, Jesus must be speaking of 

his ministry, the start of the kingdom of God. 

o As Jesus’ ministry continued, there was violence and opposition; there was division as Jesus 

foretold in the previous chapter. 

o The kingdom, however, will be shown to withstand violence and opposition, and will grow as 

Jesus spoke about in many places. 

o It did look weak at that time, and some doubted it as John did, but the opposition showed that 

something important had come. 

o John is the transition point; the kingdom will grow now, and so will the opposition, and 

events like the imprisonment of John are signs of this. 

 

• It is the next few verses that get to the heart of the importance of John the Baptist. 

o The Prophets and the Law is a shorthand way of saying “the Old Testament”. 

▪ The Old Testament, up to and including John, prophesied about Jesus. 

▪ This means that they looked forward to Jesus. 

▪ The OT is like a signpost saying that God is going to come himself and fix this. 

▪ It is far more than history and laws; it is pointing forward. 

▪ God’s plans and promises still continue; the Christ is coming. 

▪ They pointed to the coming of the Messiah, who is now come. 

o But then we get that mention of John the Baptist being Elijah. 

▪ Wait, what? 

▪ Elijah was a great prophet from the Northern Kingdom of Israel roughly 800 years 

before Jesus. 

▪ He was a memorable character, like John. 

▪ But how is John like Elijah? And why does it matter? 

 

• Let’s start answering that by pointing out something we might not know because we don’t know the 

OT as well as the people of Jesus’ day. 

o There is a physical description of Elijah in the OT; here it is: 

o 7 He said to them, "What kind of man was he who came to meet you and told you these 

things?" 8 They answered him, "He wore a garment of hair, with a belt of leather about his 

waist." And he said, "It is Elijah the Tishbite." (2 Ki. 1:7-8 ESV) 

o If you knew this, and you saw John the Baptist, who also wore hair and had a leather belt 

around his waist, you would have that sense of déjà vu. 

o You’ve seen someone like him before. 

o And the connection is not a coincidence. 

 

• Added to this was a prophecy from Malachi chapter 4, that was read for us earlier. 

o Before the Messiah came, it was foretold that Elijah would come back. 

o In fact, even today, Jewish families lay an extra empty place setting at the Passover table for 

Elijah, because of this prophecy. 

o Jesus says: you don’t need that extra place setting. He’s already come. 

o And his name was John the Baptist. 

o John was not the reincarnation of Elijah, or Elijah himself come back; no, he was the Elijah 

figure, the one who signalled that the Messiah has come. 

o Along with the healings and the preaching to the poor, John the Baptist was another piece of 

evidence that Jesus was really the One to come, the Messiah. 
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• Although this might seem a little odd and technical, it has a big application for us. 

o God planned to send Jesus for decades and centuries, and everything was coming to plan as 

he promised it would. 

o Jesus is God’s plan A. And God controls all things, so plan A came about. 

o The connection between Elijah and John the Baptist was not some strange coincidence; it was 

exactly as God planned it to be. 

o If only we would see it, and have ears to hear as v15 says, it all fits together. 

o John is the Elijah figure, which means Jesus is the Christ. 

o In fact, we can go further than that. 

o Jesus is the one who brings the great Day of the Lord; he is God himself. 

 

• Friends, we need to remember this, especially now. 

o God controls all of history. Even when there is no food in the supermarkets, the stock market 

is crashing, unemployment is rising, and we don’t know what will happen tomorrow, God is 

still in control. 

o John the Baptist fulfilled a range of prophecies made many centuries earlier. 

o Jesus fulfilled many more. 

o These fulfilled prophecies are because God isn’t guessing what might happen; they are 

because God controls all things so they happen as he wants. 

o This virus situation is not unexpected for God. It is not thwarting God’s plans. It is not getting 

in the way of God’s future promises to us. 

o Even in the midst of anxiety, we can rely on God. 

 

TRANSITION Which brings us to the critical application point of our passage: 

 

3. We should understand Jesus as he is, not as we want him to be (v16-19) 

 

• Perhaps the identification of John with Elijah seemed odd, but the cash value of all of this comes 

through in the last few verses of our text. 

o Jesus moves from understanding to response; he now turns on the crowds who are listening 

for not understanding and rejecting God’s great plan. 

 

• When Jesus speaks of “this generation” in v16, he is speaking of the majority of Jewish people who 

heard and saw all these things before them. 

o And once more, he describes them using an everyday image, this time a schoolyard song that 

everyone would know. 

o In some way, the unbelieving generation is like children calling in the playground,  

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

mourn.” 

o What does this mean? 

o These children are playing a certain tune, and they expect everyone else to dance along to 

their tune. 

▪ If they play a happy tune, others should dance. 

▪ If they play a funeral march, others should mourn. 

▪ Everyone else is expected to fit in with their lead. 

▪ It’s a typical childish way of thinking; children often think they have it right, and 

everyone else has it wrong. 

▪ It is a selfish way of seeing the world. 

 

• How are the crowds around Jesus like these children? 
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o They expect the Messiah to look a certain way. 

o They expect the Elijah figure to look a certain way. 

o They expect salvation from the Romans, a warrior king, and they are frustrated that this is not 

what Jesus is. 

o So this means that when they see John and his ascetic lifestyle, they said that he had a demon. 

▪ He didn’t fit what they expected, so they explained it away. 

o And when they saw Jesus eating and drinking, they said he was a glutton and a drunkard. 

▪ Jesus didn’t perform as they expected, so they explained him away. 

o They didn’t change their thinking to understand God’s actual plan. 

o No, when John and Jesus didn’t look as they expected, they said it was John and Jesus who 

were wrong. 

o Instead, their understanding was wrong; John and Jesus were not dancing to their tune. 

o They were different, and confrontingly so. To come to Jesus, they needed to put their 

assumptions aside and come with faith. And they did not. 

 

• The final proverb at the end of v19 is hard to understand on first reading. 

o “Yet wisdom is justified by her deeds.” 

o It’s not a direct quote from Proverbs, but it sounds like it. 

o What Jesus means is that although he and John might not have acted as others expected, their 

deeds would be shown to be wise in the end. 

o People would come to see by their deeds that they were who they said they were. 

o Wisdom was not justified by public opinion; if you looked at the evidence, and considered 

what Jesus did and said, you would see the wisdom. 

o It was there to see if you only looked. 

 

• A major theme all through our passage is evidence. 

o John did line up with Elijah and fulfilled Malachi 3 and 4. 

o Jesus did do the things the prophets expected of the Messiah, things impossible to anyone 

else. 

o There are countless eyewitness accounts to show that these things are true. 

o For those who have ears to hear, it all makes sense. 

o If you are a Christian, be encouraged: you have chosen the right Person. 

 

• Let’s apply what Jesus says to the generation of his day to our modern culture. 

o Many come to the person of Jesus with expectations, like the Jews of Jesus’ day did. 

o Some expect Jesus to be a fairy story, some kind of myth, and they refuse to look any deeper. 

o Some come to Jesus expecting a therapist of some kind. 

▪ Someone to fix all their issues now. 

▪ Someone to bring them health and wealth, perhaps. 

▪ But that’s not what he is. He is far more than that. 

▪ He doesn’t dance to that tune. 

o Others think Jesus is love and is there to affirm all their life choices, whatever they are. 

▪ They cannot understand that anything they do might be wrong; after all, Jesus loves 

everyone, right? 

▪ Well, Jesus did say some harsh words of judgement too. 

▪ He has high expectations of his people; we know that, we have worked through the 

Sermon on the Mount together. 

o The point here is that if we come to Jesus expecting him to be one way, especially a way that 

is all about us, we may be disappointed. 

▪ We might explain him away as so many did. 

▪ We might not actually see what is there plainly if only we would look. 
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• Jesus is God himself, the great King who was promised. 

o The one who brings wonderful blessing to those who submit to Him and trust in his death and 

resurrection. 

o The one who brings terrible judgement on those who reject him. 

o Jesus is God. He doesn’t just do what we want him to do. 

o We need to know our Bibles, including the OT promises, to see that Jesus came to save and to 

judge. 

o We need to be prepared to be surprised and mould ourselves to God’s plan, not our own. 

 

• How will this change what you do this week? 

o Well, if you have doubts about Jesus, pray about them. Ask questions of others.  

▪ What the Bible says is true, and God doesn’t judge us for asking questions. 

▪ There are countries in the world that suppress any questions, trying to force you to 

accept their religion and not allowing any investigation into Christianity. 

• We do not need to do anything like this. 

• We are not afraid that someone will ask the perfect question that will show 

everything to be false. 

• Christianity is the truth. 

• Jesus is who he says he is. 

• So ask whatever question you like. 

• When you have doubts, investigate. Ask a more mature or knowledgeable 

believer you trust. 

▪ We have a faith based on good evidence, on a strong foundation. 

 

o If you are a believer, go into the week with confidence. 

▪ Yes, confidence! A word that we don’t hear much used these days. 

▪ You have a great basis, real evidence for your faith. 

▪ You have fulfilled promises all over the place in this passage. 

▪ The timeline was just as God promised, with Elijah coming back, with the messenger 

pointing to the one who was to come. 

▪ And we know in Jesus’ death and resurrection that all who trust in Jesus have infinite 

value. 

▪ You matter to God. 

▪ Whatever else happens in this week, that cannot be taken away from you. 

 

o If you are not a believer yet, I want you to seriously consider who Jesus is. 

▪ Don’t assume you know it, and fail to read the Bible to find out. 

▪ Don’t think Jesus is a certain way and childishly be upset when you find him different 

and far, far more than what you expect. 

▪ The media has painted a picture of Jesus for you that is not true; movies and books 

and other people’s opinions might give you the wrong idea. 

▪ Look into the truth, what the Bible describes. 

▪ Ask questions. See who Jesus is. 

▪ Jesus is the King. The Promised One. The Christ.  

▪ What wonderful news! 

▪ If you come to believe in this, you will be believing the real truth, and it will change 

your life forever. 

 

 


