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CFCW – 04/19/2015 
 

“Dealing with Doubt” 
(Matthew 11:1-6) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Many Christians do not feel comfortable sharing their doubts with others.  But most, if not all, 
Christians wrestle with doubt at some point in their Christian life.  Sometimes our doubts are about 
God:  “Is there a God?”  “Is God good?”  “If He is good, why does He permit so much suffering?”  “Is 
Jesus God?”  “Is Jesus really the ONLY way to heaven?”  Sometimes our doubts are focused more on 
ourselves:  “Am I saved?” “Do I really believe the Bible is true?” “How can I be a Christian when I 
struggle so much with sin?” 
 For some Christians, these doubts kind of hover around the mind like so many flies but they can 
easily shoo them away.  But for other Christians, the experience of doubt is deep and terrifying and 
burdensome.  No matter how many times they try to resolve their doubts, the doubts never go way.  
Their experience is like that of Christian and Hopeful in John Bunyan’s spiritual allegory, The Pilgrim’s 
Progress.  At one point on their journey to the Celestial City, Christian and Hopeful foolishly leave the 
narrow way that leads to the Celestial City and find themselves in Doubting Castle.  Doubting Castle is 
the home of the giant Despair.  Despair captures the two pilgrims and throws them into his dungeon and 
where he beats them mercilessly almost to the point of death.  Despair is relentless in his abuse as he 
tries to drive Christian and Hopeful to commit suicide.     

This is, of course, a picture of the lives of many Christians who struggle with intense doubts 
about God and themselves.  Every day, they suffer with their troubled thoughts until life itself becomes 
bitter.  The doubts never seem to find a resolution.  They only drive these suffering Christians deeper 
into despair.  Perhaps you have experienced seasons like this in your own walk with Christ.   

What hope is there for a Christian who wrestles with doubt?  In our passage for study this 
morning, we will see the Lord Jesus respond to the doubts of one of the greatest men who has ever 
lived.  As we do so, we will see that God’s word provides great help for those who struggle with doubt.       
    
 
Background 
 
 This morning we are beginning a new section in our study of the Gospel of Matthew (Matthew 
11-12).  Last week, we concluded our study of Matthew 10, where Jesus taught His disciples about 
missions (ministry).  After Jesus finished giving them instructions, He sent them off on their first missions 
trip (cf. Luke 9:6).  Then, while the disciples were gone, Jesus continued His own ministry of teaching and 
preaching throughout Galilee on His own.  
 
Matthew 11:1- “When Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from there to teach 
and preach in their cities.” 
 

In Matthew 11-12, Matthew is going to tell us about the different ways people responded to 
Jesus’ ministry.  Vast multitudes were amazed by Jesus and followed after Him, but many people also 
responded negatively to Jesus. That is the reality Matthew brings out in these chapters.  Some people 
misunderstood Jesus.  Others ignored His call to repentance.  The Jewish religious leaders in particular 
became increasingly hostile towards Him.  One thing becomes clear in these chapters—Jesus was not 
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like the Messiah that many were expecting.  As we will see in our passage this morning, even John the 
Baptist wrestled with doubts concerning Jesus.  
   
MIM: The cure for doubt is found in trusting the truths and promises of God’s word. 
 
This morning we are going to answer two questions from Matthew 11:1-6: 
-What causes doubt in the believer? 
-What is the cure for the believer’s doubt? 
 

I. What causes doubt in the believer (11:1-3)? 
 
Matthew 11:1-3- “When Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from there to 
teach and preach in their cities. 2 Now when John heard in prison about the deeds of the Christ, he sent 
word by his disciples 3 and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?”  
 

A. 11:1 is a transitional verse.  After Jesus finished giving them instructions to His disciples, He 
sent off and proceeded to minister among the cities of Galilee on His own for a time.  Then 
in 11:2, we see that John the Baptist heard about the ministry that Jesus had been 
performing.  His disciples brought him news of Jesus’ teaching ministry and mighty miracles.  
He heard that Jesus had sent His disciples out among the cities and towns of Galilee in order 
to proclaim the good news of the Kingdom.  But there was something about Jesus that 
caused John to be concerned and to begin to doubt.   
 

B. Now we need to notice where John is at this point.  He is “in prison” (11:2).  As Matthew 
will later tell us (Matthew 14), John had been arrested because he confronted Herod the 
Tetrarch for his sin of taking his brother Philip’s wife, Herodias, as his own.  Herod did not 
take kindly to the rebuke.  Josephus tells us that Herod had John imprisoned in the fortress 
of Machaerus, which was situated east of the Dead Sea.1  Before this time, John the Baptist’s 
ministry had been wildly successful.  For about 18 months, great crowds from all of Israel 
had come out to the wilderness of Judea in order to be baptized by him (cf. Matt 3:5-6).  
John himself was a man of the wilderness (Luke 1:80).  He loved wide open spaces.  But now 
he was confined in a tiny prison cell and had been there for a long time—perhaps for as long 
as a year.2    

 
C. In 11:3, we see that John sent word by his disciples and asked Jesus, “Are you the one who is 

to come, or shall we look for another?”  When John says, “The one who is to come” he is 
clearly referring to the Messiah (cf. Ps. 40:7; Ps. 118:226).  During His ministry John had 
confidently affirmed that Jesus was the Messiah.  He told his disciples in John 1:29- “Behold, 
the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”  But now, suffering in prison, John 
begins to have doubts. Was Jesus really the Messiah—the King of Israel?   

 
 

                                                           
1
 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew in NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmanns Publishing Company, 

2007), 274. 
 
2
 D.A. Carson, “Matthew” in “The Expositor’s Bible Commentary” ed. by Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1984), 261. 
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Why would John the Baptist doubt Jesus? 
 
 Why would John the Baptist doubt Jesus?  After all, John’s ministry of being the forerunner of 
the Messiah had been foretold before his birth by the angel Gabriel (Luke 1:13-17).  John himself had 
seen the Holy Spirit descend upon Jesus at Jesus’ baptism (John 1:32).  If the Gospel writers were simply 
making up the story of Jesus and trying to convince everyone Jesus is God, it would do them no good 
to say that even the forerunner of Jesus Christ had his doubts.  But the Gospel writers are painstakingly 
honest.  And John did have his doubts.  What accounts for those doubts?  I think we can give two 
reasons: 
 

1. John doubted because of UNMET EXPECTATIONS.  It seems that Jesus wasn’t the kind of 
Messiah John was expecting.  As we have mentioned several times in our study of Matthew, 
first century Jews were convinced that when the Messiah came, He would rout all of Israel’s 
enemies (chiefly, the Romans) and set up His eternal Kingdom.  But Jesus had done nothing to 
confront the power of Rome.  Some commentators think that John was influenced by these 
ideas as well and so he was disappointed that Jesus wasn’t doing anything to overthrow 
Israel’s enemies.  This is possible, but the Bible doesn’t tell us this.   
 

a. What is clear from the gospel accounts is that the Holy Spirit had inspired John the 
Baptist to teach a message of the JUDGEMENT.  When we studied John’s teaching in 
Matthew 3, we saw that John expected the Messiah to bring swift judgement against 
the unrighteous: 

 
Matthew 3:10-12- “Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not 
bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 11 “I baptize you with water for repentance, but he 
who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and 
gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 
 

But as one commentator noted:  “John said, ‘The axe is already at the root of the tree,” but 
Jesus had not started swinging.”3  Jesus seemed more interested in teaching God’s word and 
healing the sick than in judging the unrighteous.  Jesus’ ministry wasn’t living up to John’s 
expectations.  And unmet expectations are a big source of doubt. 

 
Many believers begin to experience doubt when God doesn’t live up to their expectations.  Sadly, 
many Christians’ expectation of what God should be like is more shaped by the world’s philosophy 
than by the teaching of God’s word.  They understand that God is a God of love, but they wrongly 
assume that means there should be no suffering in the world.  And looking at the disorder and suffering 
around them, they begin to ask doubt-filled questions like: “If God is good why does He permit little 
children to suffer?” “If God is just, why is there so much violence and injustice?”  In our own day, many 
Christians have been so influenced by the prosperity gospel that they believe God exists to make them 
happy and prosperous.  And so when they are not happy and prosperous, they are shaken to the core.  
Many Christians are tempted to doubt God because He isn’t doing the things they think He should be 
doing.   
 

                                                           
3
 Daniel Doriani, Matthew: Volume 1 in The Reformed Expository Commentary (Philipsburg: P&R 

Publishing, 2008), 459. 
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2. John doubted because of SUFFERING.  Again, this deals with expectations John the Baptist had 
been a faithful servant of God but now, he had been in prison for a year.  During his ministry, he 
had powerfully declared the Gospel of the Kingdom.  He had called the people of Israel to 
repentance.  He had even rejoiced when Jesus began to be more popular than he was (“He must 
increase, but I must decrease”; John 3:30).  John expected Jesus to reign as the Messianic King 
and he probably thought that HE would reign with Christ.  But instead, John found himself shut 
up and suffering in a horrid prison cell with no sense that he would ever be released.  John was 
beaten down and discouraged.  His experience of following Jesus wasn’t living up to his 
expectations.   

 
In the same way, Christians often experience doubt when they go through seasons of pain, 
disappointment, and discouragement in this life, even though they are trying to follow God.  The 
Christian woman who has faithfully loved and served her husband only to discover that he has been 
unfaithful to her can experience intense doubts about the goodness of God.  The Christian parents who 
invest in their children for years only to have them walk away from the faith can being to doubt whether 
the Gospel is the power of God unto salvation or not.  The faithful pastor who ministers well in the 
church and in his home can be crushed when he discovers that he has terminal cancer.  Then the doubts 
come: “Why doesn’t God treat His servants better?”  “Why won’t He act in this situation?”  “Does God 
answer prayer?” “Does God even care that I am suffering so much?”  
 
“When a believer has faithfully and sacrificially served the Lord for many years and then experiences 
tragedy, perhaps even a series of tragedies, it is difficult not to wonder about God’s love and justice.”4  

 
-John MacArthur 

 
So, UNMET EXPECTATIONS and SUFFERING can easily lead to doubt in the believer’s life.  What are 
some other causes of doubt for believers? 
 

 The attacks of the enemy.  We have a real enemy, Satan.  Satan wants us to doubt the character 
of God.  He wants us to doubt the truth of the Gospel.  And he wants us to doubt our own 
salvation.  That is why Paul commands the Ephesians believers in Ephesians 6:16, “In all 
circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of 
the evil one.”  These “flaming darts” include all kinds of temptations to sin.  But some “flaming 
darts” are doubts about God and about God’s word and about our own salvation.  The point is 
that not every thought that enters our minds is from us.  Some doubts may simply be a dark 
temptation of the enemy.    

 

 Contrary sinful desires- Sometimes we begin to doubt God and God’s word because deep down, 
we want something that we know God has forbidden.  We know God’s word says a particular 
action is sinful, but because we desire to do it we begin to question God.  We begin to ask the 
same question that Satan asked Eve in the Garden—“Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of 
any tree in the garden?” (Gen. 3:1).  A believer may be tempted to doubt God’s word because 
he is unhappy in his marriage and wants to divorce his wife, even though his wife has not been 
unfaithful to the marriage.  Suddenly, the bible’s teaching on divorce becomes a lot less clear.  
The believer who struggles with same-sex attraction may be tempted to doubt God’s word 

                                                           
4
 John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15 in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 

1987), 241. 
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because he or she wants a relationship that God’s word says is sinful.  And because doubting 
God’s existence or doubting God’s word would make it easier for them to pursue the sin they 
desire, they are tempted to doubt God.   

 

 The inconsistency of other believers—By this, I mean that it is easy to look around and see how 
other Christians fail to obey God’s word.  Skeptics love to throw this back at us: “I don’t go to 
church because it is filled with so many hypocrites.”  But we know that even believers can 
struggle with doubts when they see inconsistency and sin in the lives of others.  The pastor who 
is disqualified because of a moral failure like adultery or stealing from the church leaves a wake 
of destruction behind him in the church.  Many believers are confused about this and wrestle 
with doubts about Christianity because of it.  “If this is how a pastor acts, maybe there isn’t 
much to this whole Christianity thing.” 

 

 Our own sinfulness—I leave this one for last because I think it affects so many.  Our own 
sinfulness can lead us to doubt.  Usually, this doubt revolves around our own salvation.  It 
sounds like this, “If I am a Christian, why do I keep falling into sin?”  “If I am Christian, why isn’t 
there more evidence of God’s power in my life?”  But instead of seeking help and counsel from 
others in the church, many people just continue to suffer silently with doubts about their own 
salvation because they are afraid of what others will think of them if they are honest and open 
about their struggles. 

  
There is more we can say about causes of doubt in a believer’s life, but clearly doubt is a real problem.  
Doubt is a terrible thing.  It never accomplishes any good in our lives.  Like the Giant Despair in The 
Pilgrim’s Progress, our doubts only beat us up and leave us wounded and without hope.   
 
So what hope is there for Christians who struggling with doubt? 
 

II. What is the cure for doubt? (11:4-6) 
 

Matthew 11:4-6- “And Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: 5 the blind 
receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, 
and the poor have good news preached to them. 6 And blessed is the one who is not offended by me.” 
 

A.  In these verses, we see Jesus’ response to John the Baptist’s question.  Jesus tells John’s 
disciple to report back to John the things that they see.  Matthew doesn’t make this explicit 
in his gospel, but in Luke 7:21, Luke records—“In that hour he healed many people of 
diseases and plagues and evil spirits, and on many who were blind he bestowed sight.” 
 

B. The response of Jesus to John’s question was a display of divine power.  But the miracles 
Jesus performed weren’t just any miracles.  The works that Jesus performed in that hour 
were designed to highlight the fact that Jesus is the Messiah (Christ).  That is why Jesus 
says what he does in 11:5—“the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are 
cleansed and the dead hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news 
preached to them.”  Jesus’ words here don’t come from any particular verse in the Old 
Testament.  Rather they echo several prophecies from the book of Isaiah that declared that 
the Lord Himself would come to bless His people and that the Messiah would proclaim good 
news to the poor.   
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Isaiah 29:18- “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.” 
 
Isaiah 35:5-6a- “Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 6 then 
shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy.”  
 
Isaiah 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 .” 
 

C. In effect, by quoting these passages of Isaiah, Jesus was saying to John: “God’s promises are 
true and I have come to fulfill them.  I am the Messiah and I am doing the works of the 
Messiah.  Stand firm in your faith.”  And then in 11:36, Jesus adds the beatitude, “Blessed 
(happy, spiritually prosperous) is the one who is not offended by me.”  The word “offended 
by” literally speaks of stumbling (“Blessed is anyone who does not stumble on account of 
me”—NIV).  While many would stumble over Jesus because He didn’t live up to their 
expectations for what the Messiah should be, Jesus encouraged John to stand firm in his 
faith and to not stumble because those who trust in Jesus are “blessed”—spiritually 
prosperous, saved.    

 
Application:  Now before we look more at the cure for doubt seen in this passage, I want us to take a 
brief moment and ask the question, “How should we treat those who doubt?”  The answer is that we 
should treat those in the church who struggle with doubts about God or God’s word the same way 
Jesus treated John.   
 

a. First, Jesus was gentle towards John.  Jesus didn’t berate or condemn John for his struggles.  
Rather, he responded graciously giving John miraculous proof that He IS the Messiah.  There 
is not a word of rebuke in anything Jesus says to John.   We need to remember that those 
who are struggling with doubt are in a difficult place.  Many feel lost and hopeless and 
confused.  They don’t need our condemnation.  They need our care and concern.   

 
Jude 22- “[H]ave mercy on those who doubt.” 
 

b. Second, Jesus pointed John to the truth of God’s word.  In other words, Jesus gave John 
legitimate answers for his doubt.  In the same way, we should encourage those who doubt 
with the truth.  We should give honest answers to honest questions basing all our answers 
in the truth of God’s word.   

 
The Cure for Doubt 
 
And it is in God’s word that we find the cure to doubt.  The cure for doubt is found in believing 
(resting in) the truths and promises of God’s word.  How did Jesus help John with His doubts?  He 
pointed John back to God’s word—to the prophecies of Isaiah 29, Isaiah 35, and Isaiah 61.  The 
prophecies were promises of God.  And He showed John that God is faithful to keep His promises.  
Brothers and sisters, it really is that simple.  If we would be free from doubt, we must trust in the 
truths and promises of God’s word.  It is through the promise of the Gospel that we have been saved.  
And it is by faith in God’s word that we are to live the Christian life.   
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Illustration:  John Bunyan understood this principle.  I want to read a section of The Pilgrim’s Progress 
that talks about how Christian and Faithful finally got out of Doubting Castle because I think it is so 
instructive for us: 
 

Around midnight Christian and Hopeful began to pray and continued till almost the break of day.  
Shortly before the sun came up, good Christian, as one half-amazed, broke out in this passionate 
speech: ‘What a fool I am to lie in a stinking dungeon when I might instead walk at liberty!  I 
have a key in my bosom called Promise that I believe will open any lock in Doubting 
Castle!’…Then Christian pulled it out of his bosom and began trying to unlock the dungeon door.  
The door’s bolts (as he turned the key) came loose, and the door flew open with ease.  Christian 
and Hopeful both came out.  Then Christian went to the outer door that leads into the castle-
yard and with his key opened that door also.  After that he went to the iron gate, for that also 
had to be opened.  Though that lock was very hard, the key still opened it.5 

 
Now what is Bunyan driving at in using the picture of the key of promise to open the gates of the 
doubting castle?  He was telling us that God’s word and especially the promises of God’s word have 
been given to us to help us live confidently in this world.  For every temptation and doubt we may 
experience in this world, there is a corresponding truth or promise in God’s word that we can believe!  
The key to peace in the Christian life is to know how to apply the appropriate truths and promises of 
God’s word to the particular doubt we are facing.    
 
So where should we begin in applying the promises and truths of God’s words to our doubts?  We 
should begin with the promise Jesus gives in 11:6- “Blessed is the one who is not offended by me.”   
 
The Gospel 
 

As we said earlier, that word “Blessed” means “happy or spiritually prosperous.”  Jesus is saying 
that the one who does not reject Him, but instead follows Him will experience eternal blessing.  This is 
the basic message of Christianity—the Gospel.  The Bible tells us that God created us to love and serve 
Him, but that we have all rejected God.  We have chosen to live for ourselves rather than for God. This is 
what the Bible calls sin.  And the Bible tells us that left to ourselves, we would all be condemned for our 
sins.  But, in great love, God the Father sent His Son, Jesus to come to earth as a man and to live a 
perfect life.  Jesus never sinned!  He always perfectly obeyed the will of God.  Then Jesus died on the 
cross.  Jesus died in the place of sinners, bearing the weight of their sins.  But then He rose from the 
dead, showing that God had accepted His perfect sacrifice.  Now here is the promise:  The Bible teaches 
that whoever turns from their sins and trusts in Jesus Christ for salvation will be forgiven for all their 
sins.  They will be perfectly reconciled to God.  They will be indwelt by the Holy Spirit.  They will be heirs 
of eternal glory.  Those who are not “offended by” Jesus, but instead trust in Jesus, are truly spiritually 
“blessed.”   
 
So Christians, what should we do with this great promise of the Gospel?  We should do what Paul does 
with it—we should rest in it completely for all of life. 
 
Romans 8:32- “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with 
him graciously give us all things?” 
 

                                                           
5
 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, 165-6. 
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This is the great truth and promise of the Gospel that we can rest in for all of life.  And if we did so, it 
would be the end of all doubts. 
   
“Is God good?” –Yes, He did not spare His Son, but gave Him for us all! 
 
“Will God provide for my needs?”- Yes, if He gave me His precious Son, He will give me everything else I 
need in life.  
 
“Can God be trusted?” – Yes.  The God who from eternity past worked out the perfect plan of salvation 
for His people can be trusted to accomplish all His holy will not only in my life, but also in the entire 
universe. 
 
And then, moving outward from the Gospel, we find that God has filled His word with truths and 
promises to help Christians combat every possible doubt we might face in this life.   Let’s briefly go 
through those causes of doubts we listed earlier: 
 

1. Unmet expectations—When we are tempted to doubt God because He is not doing what we 
think He ought to be doing in our lives or in the world, we need to check our thinking by God’s 
word and remember that our God is perfect in all His ways: 

 
Deuteronomy 32:4- “The Rock, his work is perfect, for all his ways are justice. A God of faithfulness and 
without iniquity, just and upright is he.” 
 

2. Suffering—We can begin to doubt when we experience suffering.  But we need to remember 
that the Bible promises we will experience suffering in this life.  More than that, the Bible 
promises that God’s grace is sufficient for us when we suffer. 

 
2 Corinthians 12:9- ““My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 
 

3. The attacks of the enemy- Satan can harass us with fiery darts of temptation and doubts, but 
the Bible promises that with the shield of faith (trust in God’s word) we can “extinguish all the 
flaming darts of the evil one” (Eph. 6:16).   
 

4. Contrary sinful desires-When we desire something that we know God’s word tells us we should 
not desire, we need to believe God’s word more than our desires.  Proverbs 14:12 warns us, 
“There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death.” 

 
5. The inconsistency of other believers- Other Christians will fail us.  They will let us down.  But 

God’s word promises that God will never fail us.   
 
2 Timothy 2:13- “If we are faithless, he remains faithful— for he cannot deny himself.” 
 

6. Our own sinfulness-As Christians, our own failures and sins can lead to us our great sorrows and 
doubts about our standing before God.  But we have good promises in God’s word.  

 
Philippians 1:6- “And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion 
at the day of Jesus Christ.” 
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To sum it up, brothers and sisters, we have to decide who we are going to believe.  Are we going to 
believe Satan’s lies or God’s word?   Are we going to believe the philosophies of this world or God’s 
word?   Are we going to trust in our own understanding or in God’s word?  Believing God is the only 
safe path.  It is the path of peace and of freedom from doubt. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Brothers and sisters, in this life, we will be tempted to doubt God and His word.  Even genuine 
believers at times struggle with doubts about their own salvation.  But this morning, we have seen that 
there is a cure for doubt.  God has given us His word.  When we trust in the truths and promises of God’s 
word, we will have rest for our souls.  That is a life worth pursuing.  That is a life that will bring glory to 
God!  May God help us trust in His word! 
 
Let’s pray… 
 


