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Expectation and Reality 

Matthew 11:2-11I


INTRO:


A Michigan family added another boy to their clan, but what everyone's 

talking about is his unusual middle name.


Kateri and Jay Schwandt welcomed their latest son Finley Sheboygan to 

the world in late April, their 14th son. And if you think fourteen is a lot of 

children, Jay and Kateri would agree with you, although Kateri is undoubt-

edly used to living in a large family, as she herself is one of fourteen sib-

lings.


Nevertheless, Jay has gone on the record as saying there is "no chance" 

that they'll have another one. "This realistically is the end of the road as 

far as making babies," he said.


Outsiders have speculated that their abundant household came from Jay 

and Kateri's attempt to have a daughter, and while the couple stopped 

short of agreeing, Jay has an interesting story to explain Finley's middle 

name.


Jay says his father-in-law once told them a fable of a Native American 

chief who was the father of many boys; this chief was somehow convinced 
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that their last child would be a daughter. When the last one turned out to 

be a boy like all the rest, they named him "Sheboygan," short for "she's a 

boy again."


If young Finley's friends ever grow tired of stories about his 13 other broth-

ers, he'll always have the story of his middle name, which has nothing to 

do with the similarly-named Wisconsin town.


They expected and hoped for a girl. Expectations did not dance well with 

reality though. This reminds me of John the Baptist and a question he sent 

a group to ask Jesus.


Are you the one who is to come or should we expect another? From 

prison John the baptist sends some folks to ask Jesus this troubling ques-

tion. We can only guess at John’s motivation for asking this question. 


We can wonder about his motivation, but we cannot help but notice that 

John is asking...from jail! His fierce preaching caught up with him. Herod 

had enough of John’s criticism. So now silenced, alone, and in jail, John 

asks a troubling question of Jesus. It seems that it is all about expecta-

tions and reality.


ME:


Expectations and reality. I have experienced buyers remorse many times in 

life. I saved for something, I built up my expectations for something. Even-
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tually I bought the something and it happened. Maybe not immediately, but 

eventually reality did not live up to my expectations. 


In 2001 I bought my very first brand new, not used car, ever. It was a Sub-

aru Forester. I researched it, I drooled over it, I bought it. I loved it, I liked it, 

I traded it in many years later. It was after several annoying little things 

went wrong with it. Things that should not have gone wrong with such a 

well researched car! Expectations did not meet reality.


WE:


We have all experienced this type of buyers remorse, haven't we? With 

homes, with clothes, with cars… Our Expectations were not matched by 

reality. Let’s see what God can teach us through John the Baptist about 

expectations and reality. 


Let’s pray together first…

GOD: 


2 Now when John heard in prison about the things 
the Christ was doing, he sent word by his disciples 
to Jesus, asking, 3 “Are you the one who is to come, 
or should we look for another?” 

4 Jesus responded, “Go, report to John what you 
hear and see. 5 Those who were blind are able to 
see. Those who were crippled are walking. People 
with skin diseases are cleansed. Those who were 
deaf now hear. Those who were dead are raised up. 
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The poor have good news proclaimed to them. 6 
Happy are those who don’t stumble and fall because 
of me.” 

I’m convinced, how about you? These sound like the things the Messiah 

would do, or do they? All these things that Jesus had done were probably 

not news to John. Maybe he had different expectations for the Messiah. 

Maybe.


7 When John’s disciples had gone, Jesus spoke to 
the crowds about John: “What did you go out to the 
wilderness to see? A stalk blowing in the wind? 8 
What did you go out to see? A man dressed up in 
refined clothes? Look, those who wear refined 
clothes are in royal palaces. 9 What did you go out to 
see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a 
prophet. 10 He is the one of whom it is written: Look, 
I’m sending my messenger before you, who will 
prepare your way before you.

The delegation had gone with their answer about who Jesus was. Jesus 

turns to the crowd around him and tells them who John the Baptist was.


11 “I assure you that no one who has ever been born 
is greater than John the Baptist. Yet whoever is least 
in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.

We always see John the baptizer during Advent. In these Sundays of antic-

ipation, John is a great preacher of promise. John’s message is pretty di-

rect: 


Get ready, the Messiah is coming. God’s kingdom is 
upon us. He is greater than I. He is a man of 
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unquenchable fire, coming to burn away all of the 
impurities in Israel. 

John was a prophet who attracted many hearers. People came from all 

over, to hear his preaching. Yet John said there is one coming, one so great 

I am unworthy even to stoop down and loosen his sandals. But that great 

prophetic voice of John is now silent. Our text begins with John in prison. 


--


This reminds me of a scene in the movie The Apostle in which the apostle, 

who had done so much good for so many and built a little Pentecostal 

church up from nothing and is arrested. They are having an evening ser-

vice, full of the Spirit, then the police come and take the apostle away.


Now the crowds were gone. John was in jail. There in jail, silenced, his end 

hanging over him, John had time to think. He thought, “If the forerunner 

of the Messiah can be so easily silenced, then what of the Messiah?” 

John’s thinking led him to ask a severe question of Jesus: 


“Are you the Messiah, or should we be looking for 
somebody else?” 

It was a shocking question. It was the question asked by Jesus’s worst 

critics. It is one thing for his enemies to ask such a question, but now the 

question has been asked by Jesus’s best friend, his cousin, John the Bap-

tist. Are you the Messiah?  Maybe in the beginning, it was easier for John 

to look at him and see the Messiah. His ministry began with great power 
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and prominence. There was resistance, but Jesus seemed to overcome it. 

John had said that there would be one who would come preaching with 

fire, with mighty deeds, and he had been right. Now John asks Jesus, “Are 

you the one?” Has John somehow forgotten his own sermons? When 

Jesus had come to John for baptism, John had refused, saying, “If any-

body ought to baptize anybody, you ought to be baptizing me!” It is an 

amazing statement for one with the confidence of John the Baptist. He 

was not shy. And there at the baptism, the Holy Spirit appeared. Had John 

forgotten all of that? What did John mean by, “Are you the one?” 


Even the most stunning religious experiences, no matter how dramatic, will 

always have some let-down afterward. You can’t stay on a spiritual moun-

taintop forever. We learn to be patient with the new believer, so confident, 

so convinced, and enthusiastic. Give the new believer some time, and then 

what was once a life-changing experience becomes just another Sunday. 

Fire seems to run out of fuel. John preached, “The Messiah is coming! He 

is going to fix everything, set things right.” But now the Messiah has 

come. Anticipation of the Messiah has now met the reality of the Messiah. 

And perhaps that’s John’s problem. Jesus just does not deliver what John 

expected in a Messiah, so John asks, “Are you the one?”


Nothing is more eager than the eyes of a child beginning elementary 

school. But go back and look at those same eyes in the eleventh grade. 

Dullness has set in. Between the expectation and the reality, there is the 
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difficulty. Maybe John worked better with the anticipation. Maybe John 

found it hard, more difficult to be a preacher of the present, the reality. Per-

haps Jesus did not meet John’s expectations. He had spoken of the Mes-

siah as this powerful, mighty one, who would come with fire, with power of 

judgment and force. And yet, when they looked at Jesus and his ministry, 

they thought of what Isaiah had said, about the suffering servant, about the 

one who would come and be so gentle and tender, he would not quench a 

barely burning wick, or bruise a fragile reed. Maybe John was just disap-

pointed. Here came Jesus, the one who was mighty, and he is telling peo-

ple to turn the other cheek, to “Do good to those who hate you.” 


They expected so much of Jesus. And he delivered so little. 


When they put him on a cross, we expected him to act like God’s Son, to 

be able to throw himself down from the cross, to say, “Now it is payback 

time.” Instead, he looked down from his cross, hanging there in complete 

misery, and said simply, “Father, forgive.” 


When reality crushes our expectations, we should not give up on aiming 

high.


Someone said, “In all things you ought to aim for the sun. Chances are, 

you’ll probably only hit the moon, but still, the moon isn’t so bad.” 


Scale down your expectations? Get realistic? Maybe a better way is to 

have proper expectations. Fire comes in many forms. Some of them are 
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destructive, terrible in their effects. Others are warm, gentle, life-giving. 

Maybe the way for John to find light is not to ask less of Jesus but to ask 

different things of him. 


An Advent question:


Will you receive Jesus, as he is rather than as you would have him to 

be? Will you let God come into your life as God wills, not as you de-

sire? Will you allow your expectations for God to be schooled, formed, 

transformed by the reality of God in Christ?


THE BOTTOM LINE:


When reality crushes our expectations there is Jesus 
redirecting our expectations.

YOU:


Here’s what you can do about this this Advent, starting today and this 

week:


-	 Jesus is coming on Christmas Day! 


Are you expecting him? Enter this Christmas expecting him to come into 

your life in a way like he never has before now.


-	 Jesus is coming again!


Are you expecting him? This week get to work sharing him with others. 

Live your life in a way that makes Jesus smile and that attracts others to 
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him through you. Remember Christmas is Jesus’ birthday! What will you 

give him? Start with your own heart, but then add to that new disciples 

who connect to Jesus because of your witness.


WE:


Imagine what our lives would be like if we lived expecting Jesus to come 

into our world… Imagine the transformation of our hearts and lives… Imag-

ine the difference it would make in this community… Imagine the differ-

ence it would make in heaven…


CLOSE: 


Burnout is the disease of our age. Time magazine had an editorial way 

back in the 1980s about “the burnout of just about everybody.” It con-

cluded that the metaphor of burnout was not quite right, especially when 

applied to those of us in the church. Burnout is a term that is borrowed 

from rocketry, when a rocket rising from the earth runs out of fuel, “burns 

out,” and falls to the earth. Burnout implies that our problem is a lack of 

energy. Many people who think they are “burning out” do so, not from the 

lack of energy, but from a lack of meaning. We are tired and despondent. 

The French call it ennui; the Bible speaks of the “noonday demon,” de-

pression. Advent is an appropriate season to ask, “Wherein will renewal 

and restoration be found for tired people like us?” The prophet Isaiah 

may be of some help here. “Those who wait for the LORD shall renew 
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their strength” (Isa 40:31 NRSV). Why is is translated as, “Those who 

wait on God (that is, those who serve God) will renew their strength”? 

It is a Christian claim that service to God is renewing, that in taking up the 

burdens of Christ, he gives us what we need to carry them. Or is it those 

who wait for God (that is, those who expect the advent of God) are 

promised that they will receive God? Or could it be those who wait 

with God (to stand with God expecting the advent of God’s mercy and 

love) will not be disappointed in the end? It makes a difference. Waiting 

is difficult because it implies some connection to something else. When we 

wait on someone we are busy being in service to another, which is not 

easy in our society. Or either we are waiting for someone else to come 

make our day. Waiting for someone implies that we are not self-sufficient, 

that we need someone to come and save us. Or sometimes we wait with 

someone in the late-night vigil, in a hospital room as someone waivers be-

tween life and death. None of this is easy. And yet such waiting requires 

that we live through resources not of our own creation, that we reach out 

to God to enable us to do that which does not come easily or naturally. 


The promise of the text is that those who wait on, and those who wait for, 

and those who wait with will run, will soar, yes, they will mount up with 

wings as eagles. 


But not without a wait.
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Let’s pray together...


