What Did Jesus Mean: Greater Than John
Central idea:  Believers today have significant spiritual advantages that believers in the Old Testament didn’t have.  

Matthew 11:1-15

Background: John the Baptist has an unusual role in the New Testament.  His birth is supernatural.  He is the last of the Old Testament prophets.  He comes in fulfillment of prophecy as the forerunner of the Messiah (Malachi 3:1, 4:5-6).  His role is to whet the appetites of the people for the Messiah, and he does that.  When we pick up John’s story in Matthew 11, John has been imprisoned in a desert fortress by Herod Antipas--the son of Herod the Great, the Herod of the Christmas story.  John will not be released; he will be executed (Mark 6:17-29 explains what happens).  But at this point the outcome of his imprisonment is an open question for John.    
Jesus identifies John as Elijah (v. 14).  What do you think that means?  

John knows that Jesus is the Messiah.  John has already said the following about Jesus:

Look, the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! (John 1:29)

I saw the Spirit come down from heaven as a dove and remain on him (John 1:32).

I testify that this is the Son of God (John 1:34).

Why then would John send a message to Jesus to ask him if he is the Messiah (v. 2)?

How does Jesus answer John in verses 4-5?  Consider what Jesus says and what he doesn’t say.  Why do you think he answers in the way he does?  

What do you think Jesus means in verse 6?  How would someone do that?

John is not vacillating or weak (“a reed swayed by the wind,” v 7), nor is he pursuing a life of ease (“a man dressed in fine clothes,” v. 8).  Nevertheless, his imprisonment must have made no sense to John.  If Jesus is the Messiah, he could intervene and secure his release--supernaturally if necessary.  Have you felt discouraged and depressed when God didn’t act as you thought he should?  What was your prison at the time?  Describe what happened. 

John has an incredible heart for God and achieves a great deal, “yet he [or she] who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he” (v. 11).  New Testament believers have distinct advantages over Old Testament believers.  Jesus gives one crucial difference in John 14:16-17.  What is it?  How many others can your group identify? 

