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For many people, job loss or retirement brings not merely a sense of grief and loss, but also, some form 
of identity crisis. A simplistic Protestant rhetoric says that our identity is and should solely be found in 
Christ and that “we are not what we do”. However, in reality, we also find meaning, joy and identity in our 
relationships, roles and the work that God has given us, so loss of any of these things, brings some level 
of grief. For those in vocational ministry, the loss of a ministry role can add another layer of confusion, in 
that the role is connected to the sense of divine call and/ or burden to serve God. This may have meant 
leaving behind other work opportunities and seeking to live faithfully and obediently to that ‘call’.   
We met John the Baptist in Matt 3, where he had baptised Jesus and witnessed the affirmation of Jesus, 
as the dearly loved son of God. Shortly after, in Matt 4:12, John the Baptist was arrested. According to 
“Josephus (Ant. 18:116–119) John was imprisoned at Herod Antipas’ fortress at Machaerus, east of the 
Jordan.”1 From his prison cell, he sent a message to Jesus: “who are you … really?” But Jesus also 
answered a second – unspoken – question, that may have plagued John. Sitting in a prison cell, facing 
possible execution, John had possibly sunk into despair and depression. His prophetic role was limited by 
his confinement. He may have asked “Who am I?” and “did my life make a difference?”  
GETTING STARTED: Many of us do jobs or are involved in ministry roles, with little or rare feedback or 
affirmation. What is one piece of encouragement and/ or positive affirmation that you have received? How 
did it make you feel? Do you remember the context of that comment and how you were feeling, prior to 
that conversation? 
 
READ: MATTHEW 10:40 - 11:24 
 
In Matt 11:1, Matthew notes that Jesus finished instructing his disciples and went into a period of teaching 
and preaching in the cities. The last three verses of Matt 10, thus, are directed to the disciples, but these 
words have a direct bearing on how we read the narrative in Matt 11.  
 
40 “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent 
me. 41 Whoever welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward; and whoever 
welcomes a righteous person in the name of a righteous person will receive the reward of the 
righteous; 42 and whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a 
disciple—truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward.” 
 
TEAR APART THE TEXT  
 What instructions do we find in Matt 10:40-42?  

 

 In Matt 11:9-10, Jesus identified that John the Baptist was a prophet. What did Jesus see as 
important about John’s role?  
 

 What things did people say about John? How might the negative comments and actions have 
(cumulatively) impacted John and his emotional and mental health? 
 

 Based on Matt 10:40-42 and 11:20-24, how should the people have responded to John? When you 
read Matt 11:2-19 alongside the narrative in Matt 3:5-6, would you conclude that John’s message 
was accepted or rejected by the people of his day? i.e. was his ministry a success or a failure? 
 

 If you were John – and you were sitting in a filthy prison cell, anticipating execution because you 
had faithfully spoken God’s word – what message might you have needed to hear?  

 
2 When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples 3 and said to him, “Are 
you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 4 Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you 
hear and see: 5 the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are 
raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 6 And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” 

 John asked Jesus: “Are you the one …? This is weird – because their mothers had been good friends. 
Even before his birth, John’s mum, Elizabeth, affirmed that Mary carried the Son of God. (Lk 1:39-45) 
Even if John didn’t grow up with explicit knowledge of Jesus’ identity, John had an intuitive sense of 
who Jesus was, when he leapt in his mother’s womb, when a pregnant Mary visited their home.2 Sitting 
in prison, John had heard news of Jesus’ deeds, but maybe he thought that Jesus wasn’t acting in line 

 
1 Harrington, D. J. (2007). The Gospel of Matthew. (D. J. Harrington, Ed.) (Vol. 1, p. 155). Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press. 
2 https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/john-the-baptists-doubt 
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with common Jewish expectations about the Messiah vis what he would do, to liberate Israel. Jesus 
answered in words from the book of Isaiah, reiterating his priority of teaching and healing. (Matt 4:23)  
 Read: Isaiah 61:1-3; 35:2b-6; 26:19; 53:4-6. What do these verses tell us about the how Isaiah saw 

Jesus’ role as “messiah”? What do these verses (and their fulfilment in Matt 11:5), tell us about 
how Jesus would bring about salvation and the restoration of Israel? 
 

 Read: Zech 9:9-13. How might Zechariah’s prophecy concerning the coming king, have created 
expectations about what people thought the coming messiah would do? Given that 1st Century 
Judea was occupied by the Romans, what would that have meant for the people of the day?  

 
 The common people expected God to use military and geo-political means to resolve their problems, 

which they attributed to the Romans. God had a different perspective on the problem at hand, so his 
means of dealing with problem and solution was totally different. In Matt 1:21, Joseph was given insight 
into the “big picture” when he was told: “She (Mary) will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, 
for he will save his people from their sins.”   
 What was one time that you prayed for a situation – and got an answer or resolution to the problem, 

that was totally different to what you expected? Given that Jesus says “ask and it will be given to 
you” (Matt 7:7) – should we automatically expect God to act, in line with our own expectations? 

 
7 As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: “What did you go out into the 
wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? 8 What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed 
in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces. 9 What then 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, ‘See, I am 
sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’ 11 Truly I tell you, among 
those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of 
heaven is greater than he.  
 People expected John to be like “a reed shaken by the wind”, but John was an out-spoken and 

counter-cultural “voice in the wilderness”, who was unbending, courageous, resilient and 
committed to speaking truth. What can we apply re John’s example, to how we witness for Christ? 
 

 John was known for his unique, weird clothing (Matt 3:4), which was in stark contrast with people 
wearing “soft robes … in royal palaces”. John’s primary concern was not about position, his 
appearance or what people thought about him. Should we copy John, as we witness for Christ? 
 

 John’s role was to prepare “the way”, 
preparing people for the coming of Jesus 
and the kingdom of God. In turn, Jesus said 
John was “more than a prophet”. John was 
intentionally controversial. Consider this 
quote by Soren Kierkegaard. In what way do 
we, like John, have a job to do, preparing 
people for the (second) coming of Jesus? 
 
 

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, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ 
Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.”  20 Then he began to reproach the cities in which most of his deeds 
of power had been done, because they did not repent. 21 “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! 
For if the deeds of power done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long 
ago in sackcloth and ashes.  
 Both the actions of John the Baptist and Jesus caused people to be offended. In turn, people 

rejected rather than received Jesus. Jesus upbraided the crowd, telling them that if they were wise, 
they would have listened to the teaching and taken notice of the “deeds of power”. Their appropriate 
response should have been repentance. Why did them “taking offence” cause them to “stumble” 
and not respond to message? Why did Jesus declare “Woe to you” to people who failed to repent? 

 
APPLICATION: Jesus said that “the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than (John).” Why? 

 HEAD – What have you learnt from the study this week?  

 HEART – What has challenged you, personally?  

 HANDS – What are you going to do about it this week? 


