
Sermon 33: Luke 7:18-23: ‘Are you the One?’

OUTLINE

John’s doubts
Jesus’ response

INTRODUCTION

Doubt, it will be our portion as long as we are alive.  On account of the fallen nature that 
still remains within us we are professional doubters who default to doubt at the best and 
worst of times.  We doubt because of satan, we doubt because of sin, we doubt because of 
ignorance, we doubt because we don’t like the truth, we doubt when we are in pain as a 
knee jerk reaction against God.  The strongest and the weakest Christians have struggled 
with doubt.  Elijah doubted God after the victory over the prophets of Baal; David doubted 
God fleeing from Saul to the Philistines; Abraham doubted God’s protection and so lied 
about Sarah being his wife; Adam and Eve doubted God’s goodness in the commands He 
gave, and on and on we could go.  Saints in both the OT and the NT have had wobblies in 
their faith.  John the Baptist was no exception to the rule.  John is in prison and has heard 
the reports about Christ.  But he is not sure, he thought he was but not anymore, this 
section explores John’s doubt as he sends some of his disciples to enquire whether Jesus is 
the long expected Saviour promised in the OT.  This section comes to us in a chapter that 
has been looking at who Jesus is through the eyes of the believing Centurion; as the Lord of
life who raised the widow’s son, and 7:16 shows the Jews drawing some conclusions about 
who Jesus is that are off the mark.  This section will help us see how Jesus sees Himself, 
how John sees Jesus, how Jesus sees John and how we are to view John, Jesus and 
ourselves.  This is a section where a lot of things get clarified.  Jesus gets asked the 
question, ‘Are you the One?’  This section answers that question and more.

As we go through Luke 7:18-23 we will be looking at it under two headings, we want to 
explore John’s doubts and Jesus’ response.

John’s doubts

V18-19, ‘The disciples of John reported all these things to him. And John, 19 calling two of 
his disciples to him, sent them to the Lord, saying, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall
we look for another?”  Luke has already told us that John is in prison, 3:19-20.  He was in 
prison for rebuking King Herod for marrying his brother’s wife, Herodias, this was a clear 
violation of the OT law.  We know that Herodias hated John and ended up calling for his 
head.  These are difficult conditions, worse lockdown conditions than any of us have had to 
face recently, and it is possible that he has already been in prison for about a year. 
 
We are told here that John’s disciples have brought a report about ‘all these things’ to him in
prison.  What would this have included?  A quick glance over Luke’s gospel would reveal 
Jesus works of casting out demons, healing all sorts of sick people including the paralyzed 
and the lepers, even raising the dead.  Not only this there would have been Christ’s claims 
about being the Lord of the Sabbath, his contentions and disagreements with the religious 
leaders, as well as His various teaching where He called for people to obey His words.  
John calls two disciples, the legally correct number to have a verified witness to go to Jesus 
to get an answer to the burning question: ‘Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look 
for another?’  So off they went, v20, ‘And when the men had come to him, they said, “John 



the Baptist has sent us to you, saying, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for 
another?’ 

But isn’t this the man who baptized Jesus and who saw the Spirit descend upon Him like a 
dove, and who heard the voice of the Father attesting that this was His beloved Son in 
whom He is well pleased?  Isn’t this the man who claimed that he was not worthy to baptize
Jesus but rather Jesus should be baptizing him?  Isn’t this the man who pointed to Jesus as 
the lamb of God who will take away the sin of the world?  Isn’t this the one who when 
questioned about Jesus doing baptisms who He spoke about Jesus as the bridegroom and 
himself as merely the friend of the Bridegroom and how Christ must become more while he 
becomes less?  He did know these things and more.  He was a prophet, a man who had the 
Holy Spirit from the womb, yet even He has questions and doubts.  If ever there was 
someone who should not have had doubts it would be John the Baptist and yet even he is 
touched by them.

How could a man who was so certain about the truth become so doubtful?  How could a 
man who was born for one purpose to prepare the way for Christ do His job and then doubt 
what he had done?  These are important questions to ask because every one of us has 
entertained private doubts as well.  Some have had a clear faith only to have it clouded, 
others are struggling with doubts right now, others may yet be facing this crisis in the 
future.  We need to analyze his doubts, the doubts of a man of strong faith who knew the 
truth and how he could come to doubt what he knew to be true.  We of weaker faith can 
benefit from seeing what makes the sure stumble.  There are basically two reasons this man
of faith became a questioner and a doubter, his personal expectations and his personal 
losses.

John along with the Jews of the time had a theological misunderstanding of Christ’s 
purposes.  John came with a message of warning speaking about judgement, and how the 
axe was at the root, and how the Messiah would come with a baptism of purging and 
judging fire.  The public expectation was that the Christ would come as a conquering King, 
but Jesus resists being made King in John 6:15, ‘Perceiving then that they were about to 
come and take him by force to make him king, Jesus withdrew again to the mountain by 
himself.’  They had the expectation that Jesus would crush the Romans, but this was not 
realized either.  Not only that in John’s case he would have known about the OT promises 
that the Messiah would set the prisoner free and yet there he was languishing in prison 
under the threat of death.  They were not able to see that because sin was the greater 
enemy the Messiah had to first come to suffer not to conquer, to make a way of salvation 
for sinners because if He came to judge, all would have to be judged.  They did not realize 
that the OT foretold two comings once to suffer and then to deliver.  These theological 
misunderstandings led to doubt and discouragements.  

Wrong theological expectations can produce doubts in us as well.  If we harbor the belief 
that if I am good enough good things will be my reward we will condemn God for being 
unfair when we suffer.  If we harbor the belief that if our faith is strong enough that we can 
manipulate reality to fit our wills, we will condemn ourselves and crush ourselves with false 
expectations because our faith is not moving mountains.  If we have wrong views about God
that make Him out to be my butler who exists to answer my prayer and then my prayers are
not answered as I desire, this will create deep confusion and doubt.  Or I have tithed 
faithfully therefore my business of my investments must do well.  When we find ourselves 
doubting God the good thing to do is to ask ourselves if there is not some error in our 
thinking that has forced us to draw a wrong conclusion.  Remember that God can never be 
wrong, He is unchangeably perfect, righteous, just, holy and loving, this should predispose 



us to be self-critical as a starting point not critical of God.  Good theology builds faith, bad 
theology undermines it.  

Secondly we can see how his personal losses have weighed upon him and added their 
weight to his doubts.  This happens to us as well.  Here is a faithful servant, a prophet who 
has stood up to the sinful religious and political authorities, a preacher of righteousness who
has led thousands in a revival of repentance, he has played a critical role in redemptive 
history preparing the way for the Messiah, and now here he is rotting away in prison with 
the possibility of his death at any moment.  There he is in a prison cell, in the poor 
conditions of an ancient prison with its sounds and smells and temperatures and treatment 
from those in charge.  He is cut off from his purpose, being a prophet to God’s people.  He 
has a lot of time on his hands to think and speculate and second guess himself.  These are 
the perfect conditions for depression, doubt, second guessing, and regret.  Difficult times 
gnaw away at our resolve.  It is often the case that we can slay the giants and the dragons 
and succumb to the deth of a thousand cuts.  One straw is not heavy but one last straw 
broke the camel’s back.

You may have experienced something of this during your own lockdown experience.  Some 
may have distracted themselves with an endless stream of entertainment, but others have 
used the time to think.  I have spoken to several people including pastors who have had a 
rough time of it.  These times of isolation act as an echo chamber where our sins bounce 
around repeating on themselves.  They act as a distillery brewing a concentrated and 
mature sense of our inner sinfulness.  Without the regular distractions and duties with a lot 
of time to think we are confronted with our true selves and many have been overwhelmed 
by the intensity of their sins and failures and emotions.  The irony is that the same 
difficulties that challenge our faith also make them stronger.  

We must remember that our Father appoints these times for us for our good.  He does not 
delight in the injustice of these types of situations but still uses them as a gymnasium 
bringing good out of evil for our sanctification.  1John Newton in a letter to a Christian 
woman wrote of the benefits of afflictions: ‘Afflictions quicken us to prayer.  It is a pity it 
should be so; experience testifies that a long course of ease and prosperity without painful 
changes has the unhappy tendency to make us cold and formal in our secret worship; but 
troubles rouse our spirits, and constrain us to call upon the Lord in good earnest, when we 
feel a need of that help which we only can have from Him.’  He says they are useful … ‘to 
keep alive in us a conviction of the vanity and unsatisfying nature of the present world, and 
all its enjoyments; to remind us that this is not our rest, and to call our thoughts upwards, 
where our true treasure is, and where our conversation ought to be.  When things go on 
much to our wish, our hearts are prone to say, It is good to be here.’  Not only that we gain 
an experiential acquaintance with God’s word.  ‘The far greater part of the promises in 
Scripture are made and suited to a state of affliction; and, though we may believe they are 
true, we cannot so well know their sweetness, power, and suitableness, unless ourselves are
in a state to which they refer.’  He adds that afflictions evidence to ourselves and others the 
grace that has changed our lives.  We find the heart cry of Romans 7 raging against the sin 
within ourselves, a cry that can only be made by those who are born again.  We find 
ourselves leaning on God and exercising patience and submission to suffering we never 
thought we could endure.  We exercise the spiritual disciplines and grow stronger in them.  
Difficulties can turn our hearts to doubts but we must also recognize that they are times 
where we are to lean into God and His resources and through the difficulties we end up 
benefitting and growing.

1 P172-174.



Jesus’ response

Jesus response is a gentle one.  Often Jesus rebukes the disciples for their weak faith, like 
when He is with them in the storm and He is woken to calm it.  In this instance Jesus does 
not rebuke John for his questions, He mercifully gives an answer that should put him 
beyond doubt.  This gives us confidence when we are facing doubts, at times our doubts are
sinful and foolish at other times they are understandable and are due to our weakness and 
we really need help.  Christ is sympathetic to John’s need and answers.  V21-22, ‘In that 
hour he healed many people of diseases and plagues and evil spirits, and on many who 
were blind he bestowed sight. 22 And he answered them, “Go and tell John what you have 
seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the 
deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to them.’  

It is important to note that the answer Jesus gives does not answer all of the concerns John 
has, but answers it in such a way that his faith can be grounded though not all his questions
answered.  Jesus answer is to be taken as a positive answer to the question are you then 
One?  John is asking whether Jesus is the Messiah promised in the OT or is there still 
someone else to come who will be that person?  John himself has been mistaken for the 
Messiah and he because of some theological errors and personal setbacks has come to 
question his former confidence.  Jesus unapologetically affirms that He is the One that the 
OT promised.  John 8:56-58 is a good example, ‘Your father Abraham rejoiced that he 
would see my day. He saw it and was glad.” 57 So the Jews said to him, “You are not yet 
fifty years old, and have you seen Abraham?” 58 Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to 
you, before Abraham was, I am.”  Here He affirms that Abraham looked forward to the 
coming of Christ and that He is also God.  Another is after the resurrection in Luke 24:44-
45, ‘44 Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with 
you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms
must be fulfilled.” 45 Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures.’  He tells 
them that before He had died He had spoken about all that must happen to Him in 
accordance with scripture.  

Jesus tactic with John here is to overwhelm him with the physical evidence that certain OT 
promises regarding the Messiah are in fact coming to pass.  We have a list of various 
miracles, miracles that are all part of some promise or other in the OT that points to the 
identity of Jesus.  Jesus lays out the evidence, and tells the disciples to go back to John, not
simply with a yes answer, but with evidence that shows that the Bible is being fulfilled.  
Here are some of the OT verses which speak of the coming age of the Messiah: Is. 29:18-
19, ‘In that day the deaf shall hear the words of a book, and out of their gloom and 
darkness the eyes of the blind shall see.  The meek shall obtain fresh joy in the Lord, and 
the poor among mankind shall exult in the Holy One of Israel.’  Is. 35:5-6, ‘Then the eyes of
the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap
like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy.  For waters break forth in the 
wilderness, and streams in the desert.’  Is. 61:1, ‘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.’  Can you see now why in v22 Jesus makes reference to the blind, the
deaf, the lame, the lepers, the dead and the poor?  Jesus does not merely answer his 
question with a yes, but a yes with a demonstration, and not merely a yes with a 
demonstration but with a profound demonstration of things that only God can do.  And not 
only is it a yes with divine miracles but divine miracles that were prophesied.  But not only 
are these divine miracles prophesied, they are prophesied to indicate that the Messiah has 
indeed come.  This will reestablish the faith of John the Baptist.



Imagine today you were with an atheist who was committed to a material explanation of 
everything, and all of a sudden a miracle occurred, it could be a healing, a resurrection, an 
exorcism.  Because of the assumptions built into the foundation of their worldview that can 
easily doubt what they have just experienced.  The common push back these days is 
something like this: advanced science always looks like magic or divinity to those who don’t 
understand it.  And because of their presuppositions they will refuse to believe.  Jesus 
answer to John goes further than this.  Imagine seeing a miracle that had been prophesied 
in detail.  Think of the prophesy of Jesus death and resurrection, how He would be innocent 
yet falsely accused, betrayed by a friend, crucified, stabbed with a spear, be flogged, and 
have His clothes gambled for.  Then how He would rise from the grave on the third day.  
Imagine not only seeing these miracles but seeing them and knowing that they were all 
prophesied centuries before.  This is how Jesus is grounding John’s faith, it is not simply in a
show of divine power to remove doubts, he is brought to rest on the promises of God’s word
and its reliability.  Our faith rests on the same rock.  

John was not an eye witness but he hears a message from those who saw it.  We are not 
eye witnesses but we have the testimony of those who saw it, the four gospels.  John is not 
asked to believe that Jesus is the Messiah because He can simply do powerful things, no his 
faith is established on the fact that God promised in His faithful word that these things will 
happen and they have.  Like John our faith is not in our five senses, our own ability to 
establish something, but by the word of God foretelling these things and God in His power 
fulfilling them.  

I must also point out how Jesus did not answer John.  Jesus did not put John’s political 
views straight.  He did not explain how there had to be two comings of Christ, or how the 
Messiah had to suffer first before He comes to rule.  No, He gives him enough info to know 
that Jesus is the Messiah.  We find ourselves in this position as well.  True faith exists not 
with the absence of all ignorance and doubt, but when it rests on the word of God for 
establish the central things that we need to believe.  Faith is not knowing all things but the 
truth of God’s love in Christ for salvation as a certainty.  

The text does not record it for us but we must think about it, how would John have received
this news?  Imagine how it must have been for him.  There he was languishing in prison, his
identity and purpose and message were all in question.  He could not go himself to speak 
with Jesus face to face, he had to rely on messengers, but Jesus provides the exact answer 
that he needs.  Jesus affirms that He is the Messiah, and He affirms it by doing the things 
the Messiah was promised to do.  The word of God and the promises of God and the 
faithfulness of God have proven true.  His life was not a waste, his message was not a lie, 
his faith was not misplaced, he can now face his suffering with the hope that God’s plan will 
come to pass even he doesn’t get out of prison.  I imagine that John probably wept tears of 
relief as the miracles which echoed the word of God brought him out of the dark pit of his 
doubts.  True his personal destiny and whether he would suffer or live or die was not 
resolved, but the truth of Christ, the coming of the Kingdom of God, the dawning of the new
age, the confirmation of all the promises of God are on track to be fulfilled.

V23, ‘And blessed is the one who is not offended by me.’  Jesus ends with a beatitude, a 
pronouncement of blessing for those who believe in Him and who are not offended at Him.  
This is an allusion to another OT prophecy where Jesus who is the cornerstone is also the 
rock of offence, Is. 8:14-15, ‘And he will become a sanctuary and a stone of offense and a 
rock of stumbling to both houses of Israel, a trap and a snare to the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem. 15 And many shall stumble on it. They shall fall and be broken; they shall be 



snared and taken.”  And so this portion ends with a challenge.  Are you going to believe and
make Christ the rock upon which you build your life, the cornerstone, accepting all the 
promises of the OT as pointing to Him?  Or will you be one of those who are offended at 
Him, who reject Him.  The picture is someone walking around abuilding site and thinking 
that a particular stone is rubbish when it is the key foundation stone upon which all things 
are built.  Who is Christ to you, the Cornerstone or the stumbling block?  There is 
understandable doubt, but we have demonstrated how Christ fulfils all the OT promises, any
unbelief after that becomes willful and therefore culpable unbelief.         
 

        

        


