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Importance of Expectations: You can’t help but have expectations, you have them without 
even trying to have them. When you woke up this morning, without consciously trying, you had 
a set of beliefs about what today would look like. When I was an undergraduate student I 
studied human psychology and one of the things that we learned about the way the human 
brain operates is that: expectations of the future can be just as powerful as memories of the 
past. In other words, what you think you’re going to see happen in front you is every bit as 
powerful as a memory. An expectation is, neurologically speaking, a memory of the future. This 
is why changing your expectations to adjust to what is happening in real time in front of you can 
be so difficult. Letting go of expectation is every bit as hard as admitting that you memory of the 
past is wrong. This is why many people are unable to let go of expectations and adjust to reality.  
 
Expectations on a Small Scale: And I’m sure you can think of lots of examples of this. For 
instance, my family likes to tease me for a mistake I kept making over and over again because I 
could not get an expectation out of my head. At least three times in a row, we went out to eat at 
a Thai restaurant and I went to order curry. I looked at red curry, yellow curry and green curry 
and - because I wanted the mildest flavor - I ordered green curry. (green = mild, red = hot, 
right?) But, as you may  know - green is the spiciest out of the three. I did this on three separate 
trips in a row before my brain was willing to let go of the expectation that green meant mild and 
red meant hot.  
 
Expectations on Large Scale: You and I know that this sort of thing happens on a large scale 
too - when the stakes are much higher. One of the reasons why there exists such a thing as 
pre-marital counseling is, mostly, to help a young couple set proper expectations for their future 
marriage. The idea is not to convince romantics that marriage is not nearly as good as they 
think, but rather that it’s a different kind of good. In fact, beautiful in a much deeper, but more 
challenging way than they may be expecting. 
 
Expectations on the Largest Scale: But the stakes get even higher don’t they? All of us have 
expectations for our lives, our families and even for our society. We have a script in mind, the 
way things are supposed to go. The person who is supposed to love us. The school we are 
supposed to get into. The job we deserve to work. The family we should have. The lifestyle we 



are supposed to live. The sexual fulfillment we are entitled to enjoy. The kind of city Richmond 
ought to be. The politician who was supposed to win the election. The kind of country the USA 
ought to be.  
 
Unmet Expectations Lead to Doubt: One thing that all of us share in common this evening, is 
that we are people with unmet expectations. Each of us have experienced that disorienting 
feeling where you were so sure that things were going to go one way, and then they went a 
different way. And you were left in doubt. Because when our expectations are not met, we fall 
into doubt. When the person who was supposed to love us actually hurts us, we may begin to 
doubt if we are loveable or if they are even capable of love. When we are let go from the job we 
feel we are meant to have, we may begin doubt our own capabilities or the fairness of the whole 
system. When yet another corruption scandal hits and our promising city becomes an 
embarrassment, we may doubt if things will ever improve and if they were ever even good to 
begin with. When our expectations are not fulfilled, we naturally sink into the darkness of 
disappointment and doubt. We begin to wonder, if I could be that wrong about _____, then what 
else might I be wrong about?  
 
Should we even have expectations? As you might imagine, recognizing the threat that unmet 
expectations pose to us has caused many to respond with wholesale rejection of even having 
expectations in the first place. 

● Expectation is the root of all heartache - Shakespeare. 
● “The root of suffering is attachment.” - Buddha  
● “Blessed is he who expects nothing, for he can never be disappointed.” - Alexander 

Pope.  
What are all three of this remarkably intelligent men saying? That detachment is the way 
forward. You can avoid the disorienting pain of unmet expectations by resisting relationship, 
resisting connection - by remaining detached from other people and even from your own 
desires. Maturity, then,  looks like the end of desire, the end of expectation.  
 
You can catch whiffs and variations of this philosophy everywhere. It’s on posters and in 
self-help books, you hear it in celebrity interviews and morning TV specials. Should we consider 
this path? Is this the way forward? Free yourself from all expectation, all obligations, all 
relationships that demand something of you. Empty yourself and find peace.  
 
But here’s the lie buried in this philosophy - you must also abandon all hope. If a sense of hope 
is the sense of the promise of good and better things to come, then to live devoid of expectation 
is to live without hope. And nobody can live without hope. The end of hope is the end of life. To 
free yourself from all expectation and simply receive life as it comes to you sounds  lovely, but 
it’s a trojan horse philosophy that ends up stealing away hope.  
 
So if we’re going to hold on to hope, which means holding on to expectation at some level, what 
are we to do when our expectations are not met?  
 



Searching for Hope in the Midst of Doubt: Well then we have to go searching for hope even 
in the the midst of doubt. We’ll be both doubting and hoping at the same time. Doubting, 
because things have not gone as I expected them to, hoping - because there may be meaning 
and significance that I have yet to discover. Searching for hope in the midst of doubt is not the 
worst place you can be. It is a very honest and humble place to be. Honest in your doubt - 
because you admit to yourself that you are disappointed and worried and confused. Humble in 
your hope - because you also admit that you don’t know everything - and just because things 
seem dark you recognize that there might be more going on than meets the eye and so you 
continue to search for hope.  
 
John the Baptist in Doubt: Our story this evening is about a man who is searching for hope in 
the midst of doubt. Last week we met John the Baptist - the man who was to be the herald of 
the Messiah - the promised savior of Israel. John has been working hard. He has been caring 
for people. Preaching to people. Explaining to people that God’s special person - the 
long-awaited redeemer is arriving. And for all of his hard work, only some people have believed, 
many have not. What’s worse, John has been thrown in prison by King Herod who, as you can 
imagine, wasn’t too thrilled with the message that a new King was coming to usurp him. Now, all 
of this didn’t bother John. You see, he was confident in Jesus. They were cousins, John knew 
Jesus pretty well and he was convinced that Jesus was the Messiah. And for John, this meant 
that Jesus was going to stand up to Herod, to overthrow him and take his place as the rightful 
King of Israel. Then he would drive back the Romans so that God’s people could once again live 
in God’s land - in peace.  
 
So John is in prison, confident that, any day now, the door to his cell will be thrown open and 
he’ll emerge into the light to find that Herod has been overthrown and his cousin is the new king. 
And so while he waits with expectation, his friends bring him reports of what Jesus is doing - 
And Jesus seems to be going off script. There are no reports of political rivalry, or rebellious 
conspiracies or plans to take-over. Instead, there are reports of Jesus healing and feeding 
people and spending a lot of time with the roughest and lowest people, and least powerful 
people of society.  
 
What is going on? John had an expectation for the way things were going to go with Jesus the 
Messiah and they are not happening. And doubt is growing in his mind. He was, and still to a 
certain extent is, sure  that Jesus is the Savior, but now he’s wondering if perhaps he’s been 
mistaken. And considering that his life is on the line here, he has defied the King and could be 
executed, he is anxious and worried.  
 
John in Search of Hope: He hasn’t given up hope, rather he is searching for hope in the midst 
of doubt - a very honest and humble place to be. So he sends his friends to ask Jesus - to just 
clarify with him - you are the One right? You are our hope right? Should I be putting my hope in 
someone else or is it you? (Aside: what a remarkably human moment for John. Here we have 
one of the greatest, most incredibly gifted and anointed human beings to ever walk on planet 
earth and he was confused . He just wasn’t 100% sure. He wanted to believe, but he found it 



hard to believe. I find this to be so comforting. I want to believe, but I find it hard to believe 
because things are just not going the way I thought they would go. I have seasons of confusion 
and doubt and yet I’ve got to keep searching for hope even in my struggle - if you are a real 
human who struggles with doubt but keeps searching for hope - then you’re in good company 
here.) That’s the kind of people we are - or at least the kind that we should be - honest in our 
doubt and humble in our hope.  
 
John realizes his wrong expectations: So John’s friends come to Jesus and they put this 
question to him - are you the One or should we put our Hope in somebody else? And Jesus 
gives a simple and yet incredible rich answer. Jesus says this: 

● Blind people are seeing.  
● Disabled people are walking.  
● Sick people are healed.  
● Dead people are coming alive.  
● Poor people are hearing good news.  
● Does this bother you? I hope not!  

 
I want you to see the beauty of what Jesus is saying here. Jesus is saying to his cousin, “John, 
you know how we’ve all been waiting, not just for the day when God’s messiah judges our 
enemies and leads us to victory, but the days after that when God heals and restores the world 
to goodness and peace? Nobody in their right mind goes to war for for the sake of war, but for 
the peace that might come on the other side of war. John - it’s happening! Healing and 
restoration are breaking in!” Both John and Jesus would have known Isaiah 35 (which we read a 
few moments ago) which tells of a day when the weak will be made strong, the blind will see, 
the deaf will hear, the disabled will dance - these are images of the time when healing and 
restoration are complete - and Jesus is sharing that it has begun! The peace on the other side 
of the war, the justice on the other side of judgment, the health on the other side of surgery - it is 
breaking in now! Jesus is encouraging John by showing him that God is answering his deepest 
desires. The surface level desire (which was John’s expectation) was for Israel to shake off her 
oppressors and be free again - a return to political power. The deep desire though, was for 
health and restoration people - and that is what Jesus is bringing.  
 
But he’s also doing something else very personal  with his cousin - who is wrestling with the 
darkness of doubt and searching for hope. Jesus answers John’s question by naming some of 
the darkness and showing how he is the one bringing hope. John has been the powerful 
prophet - loudly proclaiming the coming Messiah - but now he is imprisoned and contemplating 
his own doom. He has gone from the herald of hope to being in need of hope. And Jesus, 
because he loves him, answers his question and offers him personal hope at the same time. If 
the blind are seeing and the disabled are walking and the dead are alive and the poor are 
encouraged, - then surely the imprisoned will be freed, and the doubtful will have hope. Jesus’ 
answer is both true and tailor-made to encourage his confused and troubled cousin. 
 



John realizes the presence of Hope: We don’t have any record of how John received this 
answer from Jesus. But we can imagine it can’t we? Without a single change in his 
circumstance, John - sitting in the darkness of disappointment, doubt and confusion found hope, 
he realized the presence of hope with him. He discovered that hope had been there all along, 
he just hadn’t seen it because he had been expecting something else. And as he let go of his 
expectation for a political and military rebellion, he found hope in the healing and restoration of 
Jesus. 
 
How It Works: How does this work? Was John freed from prison? Did realizing presence of 
hope in Jesus open the doors of his cell, overthrow King Herod and fulfill all his dreams for a 
new era when Jews would have political and cultural power again? No, his fears came true, 
John was beheaded. He died in prison. 
 
You see - John had to really and truly and permanently let go of his expectation - and never 
return to it. In order for him to realize the presence of hope he had to see Jesus’ alternate reality 
- he had to see that Jesus was going to bring the kingdom of God in a fundamentally different 
way than he expected. Jesus was not going to war against people, he was going to war against 
Sin itself. Fighting against the darkness itself. And as Jesus won victory after victory against the 
broken guilt and corruption of sin - by healing and restoring people physically and spiritually - 
the Kingdom of God arrived. And it arrived with mercy. It arrived with feeding hungry people. It 
arrived with healing sick people. It arrived with restoring broken people. It arrived with forgiving 
sinful people.  
 
You know, it would be centuries before God’s new people, Christians would have political and 
cultural power. And then they’d lose it, and then they’d get it back and then they’d lose it again.  
 
Christians & Power: We’re in the midst of a downswing now aren’t we? I don’t mean to put that 
in a trite and insignificant way, but it’s true isn’t it? Christians are not very politically or culturally 
powerful these days. And we must sit with John in his darkness and our doubt and ask - have 
we got it wrong? Things are not going well for us. It seems like living openly as a Christians is 
increasingly going to be a very difficult thing. So, have we got it wrong? Have we got it wrong on 
multiple levels? Perhaps we thought that, if we were faithful and obedient and loyal to Jesus 
than we would see our culture change and Christianity would become mainstream again and we 
would find our way back into political strength. That hasn’t happened… So, did we put our hope 
in the wrong person? Or have we been carrying a wrong expectation of what it means for the 
Kingdom of God to come in the United States of America?  
 
Our Expectations: But we have other expectations too don’t we? Personal dreams, close to 
our heart. Ones we hardly dare speak to each other - for fear of admitting that they are not 
coming true. So what do you do? Where do you go with your unmet expectations and unfulfilled 
desires?  
 



Go to Jesus: You do exactly what John did. You go to Jesus. You bring that question directly to 
Him. You interrupt what He is doing and you ask Him, “is it you? Are you the one? I thought it 
was you. I want it to be you, but I need some reassurance here. We are way off script. This is 
not what I thought following you was going to be like. I thought our side was going to win. I 
thought at least you were going to make my life easier. But we are not winning and my life is 
getting harder so I really need to know - are you the one or should I start looking for something 
else?  
 
We can realize the presence of Hope: And Jesus will answer you. And He will answer you 
because He loves you. In His love for you, He will gently but firmly take your face in His hands 
and turn your eyes to see what He is doing. Look: hungry people are being fed, lonely people 
are befriended, sick people are being healed, poor people are finding that there is a way out of 
poverty, abused people are being restored.  
 
Hope for our healing and restoration: Look at STEP ministry over on Chamberlayne Ave.  - 
fatherless kids are being parented by Godly men and women. Look at Shalom Farms - hungry 
people are eating. Look at Barnabas Center - the abused and oppressed are being restored. 
Look at the churches in our city who are opening their doors to homeless men and women as 
the temperature outside drops - the homeless are finding a safe haven.  
 
What a wonder it would be if Our Lord said, look at Redeemer - the lost are being found, the 
wounded are being healed, the hurting are being loved.  
 
Hope in Jesus Alone: When we are willing to take our doubt directly to Jesus, then we can 
realize the presence of hope in our midst. We can realize that Jesus has already been bringing 
His Kingdom.  
 
Hope is present with us because Jesus is present with us and he is healing and restoring in our 
midst. All those organizations and ministries and churches and even our own church are to the 
face of Jesus to each other and to our city. That is how Jesus is present with us and how His 
kingdom arrives.  
 
And so, as Christmas approaches, I pray that we will realize the presence of Hope in our midst - 
the presence of Jesus with us through His work of healing and restoration. 
 


