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Note: A sermon by Len Vander Zee was very helpful. There are some sections that 
were shaped by his work. I try to note those places. 

 
I’ve been to Israel twice. Both trips were with other pastors and preachers. And that 
meant loading up on tour buses to see the places where Peter fished and Jesus saved. That 
meant walking the road to Jericho, praying at the Temple wall, and visiting the two 
graves where Jesus was buried. (It’s complicated….) 
 
Traveling in Israel with clergy also meant there was lots of sharing. On both trips time 
was allotted each day for processing what we saw, what we thought, and what we were 
wondering about or wrestling with…. 

Not my favorite part of the day. I enjoy thinking and talking with friends, but I 
don’t like the forced quality of sharing or having my impressions and questions 
scrutinized before I’ve been able to work through them on my own. 

 
However, I learned in those sharing sessions that many came to Israel with expectations 
of encountering God. They wanted to feel close to God by walking where Jesus walked, 
sitting in the shade on the Mount of Olives, or spending quiet time in the Garden of 
Gethsemane. And yet the reality was that many were disappointed. What they wanted to 
feel and expected to experience was soiled by commercialism, complicated by the plight 
of the Palestinians, and disrupted by the crowds. It’s hard to feel close to Jesus while 
people are taking selfies at his tomb. “Does my hair look good?” 
 
I went to the Holy Land with more questions than expectations. And when I “shared” 
some of those questions a pastor from Texas drawled, “You needed to get right with 
Jesus….” 

But, I also saw many of my travel-mates try to navigate the disappointment of 
their expectations not being met. Whatever ideas they had about how we would 
interact or worship or encounter God weren’t realized – and they were frustrated. 
I went home mindful of how expectations can shape experience. 

 
We all have expectations about where we might encounter God. 
We all have ideas about how God will come. 
We all have a filter that’s particularly and peculiarly shaped by family and culture and 
history and experience and expectation…. 

Where do you expect to encounter God? 
In the flotsam and jetsam of this world where do you expect God to surface? 
What are your expectations about God’s coming? 

 
John’s expectations must not have been met. 
 



With a measure of righteous indignation John criticized King Herod for marrying his 
brother’s wife. That challenge landed John in prison and eventually Herod’s beguiling 
new stepdaughter demanded John’s head on a platter. So, this morning’s text is the last 
we hear of John. And we find John trying assess Jesus. 
 
The same John who cried out in the wilderness about the coming of Jesus,  

who stood up against the religious establishment on behalf of Jesus,  
who waded waist deep into the water and baptized Jesus,  
who even heard a voice from heaven declare about Jesus, “This is my beloved 
Son,” that same John now has questions about Jesus. 

 
Maybe John expected Jesus to be a little bit more like him. My guess is that he probably 
expected a little more fire and brimstone, a little more thunder against Rome, a little more 
“sinners in the hands of an angry God.” John proclaimed that the axe was in hand and 
that the deadwood was going to get burned away first. So now…. 

Well? Where was the fire? 
What about separating the sheep and the goats? 
When was the Kingdom coming and the Empire going? 
When were they going to get what they had coming? 

 
And yet, John – cooling his heels in the hoosegow – was getting reports that Jesus was 
eating and drinking with tax collectors and sinners, spending time with women and 
children, and proclaiming things like: 
  

Do not resist the evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek turn to them 
the other cheek also…. Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 
that you may be children of your Father in heaven…. Blessed are the merciful for 
they will be shown mercy…. 

 
Seriously? 
This is not what John expected or envisioned of the Messiah. 
So, maybe disillusioned and disappointed, John sends word:  
 

Are you the one to come or are we to wait for another? 
 
I think that’s one of the most profoundly human questions in all of scripture. 

Even after all that John had seen,  
even from the one who Jesus calls the greatest born of woman,  
even from the one who was preparing the way:  

 
Are you the one to come or are we to wait for another? 

 
If you’ve got questions, if you’ve got doubts about Jesus, if your expectations don’t 
match your reality, you’re not alone. We’re joined with John. 
 
 



But, listen to Frederick Buechner’s paraphrase of Jesus’ response: 
 

You go tell John what you've seen around here. Tell him there are people who 
have sold their seeing-eye dogs and taken up bird-watching. Tell him there are 
people who've traded in aluminum walkers for hiking boots. Tell him the down-
and-out have turned into the up-and-coming and a lot of deadbeats are living it 
up for the first time in their lives. And three cheers for the one who can swallow 
all this without gagging. 

 
Jesus turns John’s question on its head. 

To the last prophet of the old covenant, Jesus pitches back a composite picture of 
the messianic prophecies of Isaiah. It is a way of saying: Don’t you see it? The 
Kingdom of God has broken into our time and place. These are the signs! They 
may not be what you expected, but they are part of what was imaged all along. 

 
And, by the way, this is the first place that Matthew refers to Jesus as the Messiah. This is 
Matthew’s way saying that Jesus is the Christ – the Anointed One of God. 
 
Dear friends, when our expectations aren’t met it’s easy to get discouraged. 
We build up expectations about an event, or a relationship, or a job, or a God. And then, 
when reality doesn’t match those expectations, when hope fades, we’re often left 
disappointed and disillusioned. And it’s easy to cast blame, get bitter, and quit. The world 
is full of folks who have given up because their expectations weren’t met. 

We give up on our parents,  
we give up on our spouses,  
we give up on ourselves,  
we give up on church,  
we give up on God…. 

 
Which is why there is this curious, tender, and neglected little beatitude at the end of 
what Jesus sends back to John. 
 

Blessed are those who take no offense because of me. 
 
Or more literally translated, “Happy is he who is not scandalized by what I do.” The 
Greek word that’s translated as offense is scandalon and it has the sense of stumbling, 
being tripped up, or snared. 
 
So, Jesus enumerates these signs of the Kingdom, and then adds, “Blessed is the one who 
doesn’t stumble on account of me.” Or, “Blessed are those who don’t give up hope, who 
don’t get bitter, who don’t quit because I didn’t live into their expectations.” 
 
Jesus doesn’t match John’s expectations but maybe that’s not all bad. 
Len Vander Zee puts it this way: 
 
 



Disillusionment can be a gift. When we are disillusioned we have discovered that 
God does not always conform to our expectations. We look at our requirements 
for God and begin to see our own self illusions ~ the kind of things we tell 
ourselves to feel good or comfortable, or to make sense of it all. But when God 
wipes away our illusions, we are free to discover the real God…. 

 
We all have expectations about God. 
And sometimes God turns those expectations on their head. 

We thought God would ease our suffering, but we find him next to us in our pain. 
We thought God would make life easy, but he calls us to live more deeply. 
We thought God would put us on top, but he tells us to identify with the bottom. 
We thought God would destroy our enemies, but he instructs us to love them. 
We thought God would make us leaders, but he invites us to be servants. 
We thought God would do the spectacular, but his kingdom comes through 
simple, daily, ordinary acts of love. 
We thought God would come back soon, but we still wait. 
We thought God would give us certainty, but he gives us John. 
We thought God would be what we expected, but blessed are those who take no 
offense when God doesn’t meet their expectations. 
(Note: a good chunk of that comes from Vander Zee.) 

 
Dear friends, what are your expectations? 
What do you expect about God’s coming? 
Where/how do expect to encounter God? 

Part of the life of faith is learning to live with our expectations unrealized. Part of 
faith is waiting on God to come – even in ways that outrun and overturn our 
expectations. (Or do we have it all buttoned down?) Part of faith is trusting that 
God will come in God’s time and in God’s way…. 

 
When the Apostle Paul was writing to the church in Corinth. He was wrestling with the 
expectations that people had about God: How could God come umbilically tied to a poor 
peasant girl? How could God be crucified? And Paul uses the same word that Jesus 
uses…. 
 

Jews demand signs and Greeks look for wisdom, be we preach Christ crucified: a 
stumbling block (scandal) to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles…. 

 
God is coming. (Advent One) 
God’s coming demands our repentance. (Advent Two) 
And, dear friends, God’s coming is scandalous. 
Because to borrow a line from Barbra Brown Taylor: 
 

God is greater than my imagination, wiser than my wisdom, more dazzling than 
the universe, as present as the air I breathe and utterly beyond my control. 

 
Even so, come Lord Jesus. Amen. 


