
John the Baptist
11:7. Concurrent with the departure 

of John the Baptist’s messengers, Jesus 
speaks to the multitudes. This large group 
likely includes those who already consider 
themselves students of Jesus, others who 
are curious about His power and teach-
ings, and still others who are skeptical or 
even hostile.

8. Ordinary people owned few gar-
ments. John’s garb is made of camel’s hair 
and is bound with a leather belt (Matthew 
3:4). His clothes are anything but soft! The 
contrast in clothing with that of people who 
live in kings’ houses points to a difference in 
lifestyle. John’s attire suggests that he has 
nothing and wants nothing of earthly value.

9a. People went to hear John the Bap-
tist because they believed him to be God’s 
prophet, empowered to speak for God.

Having been taken captive by hostile 
nations, the Israelites heard the prophets 
promise that God would free them from 
captivity and return them to their home-
land. This deliverance was so exceptional 
that it would show to the nations that Is-
rael’s God was and is the only true God.

Because this promised act of God so 
closely resembled His deliverance of Israel 
from slavery in Egypt, the prophets could 
speak of it in similar terms. God had visited 
His people in their distress in Egypt, defeat-
ing the rulers of Egypt and bringing His 
people into the promised land; He would 
do so again (Deuteronomy 30:1-10).

9b, 10. Jesus can affirm that John is 
more than a prophet because his appearance 
on the scene fulfills the promise of Mala-
chi 3:1. God himself is the one who sends 
His messenger ahead of Jesus. If John’s role 
is to prepare the way for the Lord, and if 
John has indeed prepared the way for Je-
sus, then logically it follows that Jesus is 
the Lord, living among His people.

John’s announcement of the nearness of 
God’s kingdom and the coming of God’s 
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Matthew 11:7-19
7 And as they departed, Jesus began to 

say unto the multitudes concerning John, 
What went ye out into the wilderness to 
see? A reed shaken with the wind?

8 But what went ye out for to see? A 
man clothed in soft raiment? behold, they 
that wear soft clothing are in kings’ houses.

9 But what went ye out for to see? A 
prophet? yea, I say unto you, and more 
than a prophet.

10 For this is he, of whom it is written, 
Behold, I send my messenger before thy 
face, which shall prepare thy way before 
thee.

11 Verily I say unto you, Among them 
that are born of women there hath not 
risen a greater than John the Baptist: not-
withstanding he that is least in the king-
dom of heaven is greater than he.

12 And from the days of John the Bap-
tist until now the kingdom of heaven suf-
fereth violence, and the violent take it by 
force.

13 For all the prophets and the law 
prophesied until John.

14 And if ye will receive it, this is Elias, 
which was for to come.

15 He that hath ears to hear, let him 
hear.

16 But whereunto shall I liken this gen-
eration? It is like unto children sitting in 
the markets, and calling unto their fellows,

17 And saying, We have piped unto you, 
and ye have not danced; we have mourned 
unto you, and ye have not lamented.

18 For John came neither eating nor 
drinking, and they say, He hath a devil.

19 The Son of man came eating and 
drinking, and they say, Behold a man glut-
tonous, and a winebibber, a friend of pub-
licans and sinners. But wisdom is justified 
of her children.
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promise that God would free them from 
captivity and return them to their home-
land. This deliverance was so exceptional 
that it would show to the nations that Is-
rael’s God was and is the only true God.

Because this promised act of God so 
closely resembled His deliverance of Israel 
from slavery in Egypt, the prophets could 
speak of it in similar terms. God had visited 
His people in their distress in Egypt, defeat-
ing the rulers of Egypt and bringing His 
people into the promised land; He would 
do so again (Deuteronomy 30:1-10).

9b, 10. Jesus can affirm that John is 
more than a prophet because his appearance 
on the scene fulfills the promise of Mala-
chi 3:1. God himself is the one who sends 
His messenger ahead of Jesus. If John’s role 
is to prepare the way for the Lord, and if 
John has indeed prepared the way for Je-
sus, then logically it follows that Jesus is 
the Lord, living among His people.

John’s announcement of the nearness of 
God’s kingdom and the coming of God’s 

true king is the announcement that the 
Messiah’s reign is about to begin (Matthew 
3:1, 2; John 3:27-30). To John the Baptist 
has fallen the duty to proclaim that it was 
about to be fulfilled (Mark 1:2-4).

11. In using the word verily, Jesus in-
troduces this proclamation with an ex-
pression that affirms His trustworthiness. 
But the declaration itself is very difficult 
for His audience to understand because 
it seems self- contradictory: first, Jesus 
says that John the Baptist is “more than a 
prophet” (see 11:9b), which places him 
among the greatest people in history. How 
then can someone who is least in the king-
dom of heaven be greater than he?

Jesus is challenging His audience to re-
think their understanding of the kingdom 
of Heaven. Jesus’ contemporaries believe 
that the kingdom God will establish is to be 
a political continuation of David’s throne. 

But God’s intentions are much broader 
than that: His kingdom is His promised 
reign over the world, His restoration of 
wholeness to the world that currently suf-
fers under the curse and brokenness of sin. 
It is the full realization of God’s promises to 
all people.

Jesus spoke of God’s kingdom in terms 
of three time frames: near, here, and yet 
to come. Jesus speaks of God’s reign as 
“nigh at hand” (Luke 21:31). But as Jesus 
heals and drives out demons, He is more 
likely to be speaking of God’s kingdom as 
already present (Matthew 12:26-28). And 
as He speaks of what His followers come 
to understand as His return, He speaks of 
the kingdom as a future reality (7:21-23).

John is the herald of God’s kingdom, 
first announcing its nearness. But he is not 
yet a subject of that kingdom in terms of 
its future reality, for it has not yet arrived. 
God has done great things through John, 
but God will do greater things through and 
for the subjects of God’s kingdom by way of 
Jesus’ death and resurrection (John 14:12).
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Into the Lesson

Why does this person create such dif-
ferent reactions among various groups? 

Controversial figures have emerged 
throughout history. Today we’ll explore 
differing opinions about the person and 
ministry of John the Baptist.

Read Matthew 11:1-5 as a lead-in to 
the lesson text.

12. The idea that God’s kingdom can 
suffer violence seems absurd. How could 
the rule of the Almighty be challenged by 
anyone? Jesus seems to refer to the world’s 
treatment of citizens of God’s kingdom. 
One example is how Herod Antipas has im-
prisoned John the Baptist for speaking out 
against Herod’s sin. Herod later will have 
John killed. Jesus himself will eventually be 
arrested and crucified. Looking further into 
the future, Jesus has already spoken of the 
opposition that His followers will face.

God’s kingdom is great, but until it 
comes in its fullness, God’s people experi-
ence great hardships. God’s kingdom enters 
the world in Jesus, but the fullness of God’s 
reign, including the complete defeat of evil, 
awaits Jesus’ return. Until then, Jesus’ fol-
lowers experience the blessing and power of 
God’s reign in the midst of a world that op-
poses them and the king they serve. It is an 
“already but not yet” kingdom.

13. The prophets and the law is an ex-
pression referring to Israel’s Scriptures that 
Christians call the Old Testament. Jesus 
says that John’s work was the climax of the 
message of those books. Jesus speaks of the 
Old Testament in its entirety as coming 
together as a message of promise. These 
books announced the promise until John, 
who was directed by God to announce the 
soon-to-be fulfillment of the promise.

14. Jesus identifies John as Elias, known 
in the Old Testament as Elijah. That proph-
et had confronted the evil leaders of his day 
with the reality of God’s powerful authority. 
Later, the prophet Malachi promised that 

one like Elijah would appear as the fore-
runner of God’s promised rule. John is this 
promised prophet.

15. Jesus encourages hearers to think 
about what they have heard and to respond 
appropriately to the challenge it poses.

This Generation
16. Jesus uses the phrase this generation 

to focus on those who reject His message 
despite having witnessed His mighty acts 
of power.

17. Certain children in the marketplace 
call out to each other to express frustration 
that the other children will not respond to 
their activities. They have played a dance 
tune, but the other children did not dance. 
The idea seems to be that the generation 
Jesus is criticizing wants Him to dance to 
their tune. But that doesn’t happen.

18. John the Baptist lived under the vow 
of the Nazirite, refusing wine and adopting 
a diet symbolic of a great crisis (Matthew 
3:4), refusing ordinary food. Jesus describes 
those who reject John’s message as justifying 
their refusal by claiming that his strange ac-
tions indicate that he is possessed by a devil. 
John refuses to dance to their tune.

19. Jesus is known to attend banquets 
given by those on the margins of society. 
Publicans work for Rome and are regarded 
by fellow Jews as having forfeited their 
standing in God’s people. Sinners are no-
torious in their communities for violating 
God’s law. Jesus is called gluttonous and a 
winebibber for His association with such 
people. Jesus, of course, has an explana-
tion: He has come to save just such people.

For those unwilling to heed God’s wis-
dom, no messenger is good enough. John 
is too strict with himself; Jesus is too indul-
gent. But God is at work in both, bringing 
His promises to fulfillment. The children of 
wisdom, those who responded to John and 
Jesus in faith, will prove the truth of what 
those two proclaim.

 22 July 5

Key Verse
The Son of man came eating and 
drinking, and they say, Behold a 
man gluttonous, and a winebibber, 
a friend of publicans and sinners. 
But wisdom is justified of her chil-
dren. —Matthew 11:19

What nonpolitician is the 
media currently reporting  
as creating controversy?

What’s So?
Decide whether Jesus’ questions were 

or were not rhetorical in nature.

Read Matthew 11:9-14. What are the facts about John the Baptist as recorded in 
Scripture passages other than this one?

How can this verse be seen as a bridge that connects the verses prior to it with those 
that follow? Discuss Jesus’ comparisons in verses 16-19 and how they are connected to His 
descriptions in verses 7-14. 

Into the Word
Read Matthew 11:7, 8.
Define the term rhetorical question. _____________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________

John the Baptist/Jesus

How they differed in lifestyle

The logic people used to reject them
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Into Life
Circle the one area in which you 

most lack godly wisdom, and jot down 
a “what’s next” action to begin an im-
provement plan.
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_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
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What nonpolitician is the 
media currently reporting  
as creating controversy?

What’s So?
Decide whether Jesus’ questions were 

or were not rhetorical in nature.

So What?
Decide what difference it makes wheth-

er the questions were rhetorical in nature. 

Read Matthew 11:9-14. What are the facts about John the Baptist as recorded in 
Scripture passages other than this one?

How can this verse be seen as a bridge that connects the verses prior to it with those 
that follow? Discuss Jesus’ comparisons in verses 16-19 and how they are connected to His 
descriptions in verses 7-14. 

Into the Word
Read Matthew 11:7, 8.
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