
		
		
			
			John set three things together for this message: the anointing of Jesus, the plot to kill Jesus, and the parade to praise Jesus. Together, the three events show how God used what look like disparate and contradictory things to form a unity to develop our salvation. We work differently; we sort things out into good and bad, useful and useless, strong and weak, proper and improper. We affirm one grouping and discard the other. We try to capture what will help us and get rid of what will harm us. But God doesn’t throw anything away. He takes whatever occurs—whatever we offer him—and fashions a salvation out of it.

			Look at what is presented to him here: a woman’s extravagance, the malice of a group of conspirators, and the cheerful but obviously shallow enthusiasm of a great crowd. Each of the incidents is the result of misunderstanding Jesus, and any one by itself would seem to be poor material to launch the series of events we know as Jesus’s Passion, which climaxes in the Crucifixion and Resurrection. Combining them would seem to simply compound the misunderstanding.

			The theme of misunderstanding is a submotif in John’s gospel. He gave several instances in which Jesus did or said something and the hearer (or observer) wildly misunderstood. But the story doesn’t break off at that point. By showing how Jesus used the very act of misunderstanding, John wanted to develop belief. For instance, Jesus said to Nicodemus, “You must be born anew” (John 3:7). Nicodemus heard a promise of renewed youth, a dream that has deceived many both before and since. But Jesus was talking about a spiritual birth that brings us into eternal life, and he continued the conversation until Nicodemus responded in faith. Another instance of misunderstanding is Jesus’s conversation with the Samaritan woman at the well. Jesus said, “Whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst” (4:14). The woman, tired of drawing water from a well on a hot day, thought he was offering to relieve her of that round of fatiguing work. She misunderstood. But Jesus continued the conversation until she responded to the offer of eternal life.

			
			In each case, when misunderstanding occured, John showed how it was used by Jesus in such a way that his truth was finally realized and received. The misunderstanding became a means toward comprehension. It became a way to truth.

			We are, it seems, so filled with questions, so racked with needs, so clamorous with desires, that when anything approximating an answer, a fulfillment, or a completion appears, we immediately try to fit it to our demands. And in our greediness and our haste, we almost inevitably misunderstand. We don’t have the education, the experience, or the ability to comprehend what God says to us. Our first understandings of the truth of Christ are always misunderstandings. But the consequence is not to flunk out. We are not rejected as candidates for the gospel. Rather, he continues the conversation and after each give-and-take of question and answer and acceptance and doubt, we gain a closer approximation of the truth. Jesus uses our ignorance, our prejudices, and our needs as means for us to gain comprehension of his truth and our salvation.

			
			To see how this works, imagine yourself driving along the highway by yourself and seeing a large sign alongside the road, Love Your Neighbor, and right beneath it, Gasoline: 50 Cents a Gallon. You notice that your tank is nearly empty, and you are impressed by the piety of the owner, so you turn in. An attendant comes to you, and you say, “Fill ’er up.” He leaves, but instead of going to the gasoline pump, he goes to a shelter where there are several people seated, and he brings them back to your car, opens your doors, and installs them in the seats. He then comes around to you and says, “Thank you for responding to our invitation to love your neighbor. All of these people in your car need a ride. I appreciate you taking your Christian faith seriously enough to express it in a practical way.” You are bewildered and a little angry. You say, “When I said, ‘Fill ’er up,’ I meant the gasoline tank, not the car.” The attendant replies, “Oh, you must have misunderstood our sign.”

			That little fantasy has all the ingredients of what happens not only quite often in the church with the gospel but also in nearly every detail of daily life. We have certain expectations of what we want other people to do for us, and they have certain expectations of us. These expectations are not the same. They misunderstand what we say, and we misunderstand what they do. There is nothing actually wrong with either of us—like those two people in the anecdote. Needing gas is legitimate, and wanting to help people is natural. But misunderstandings occur with fair frequency as the expectations fail to correlate.

			
			There are many people who are not in church Sunday morning because they had entered there full of expectation, full of enthusiasm, full of hope a few months, weeks, or years ago. They said, “Meet my needs.” And the church responded with a call to worship. In the misunderstanding that followed, they dropped out of the interaction. They were not willing to go through the process of misunderstanding to reach faith. What is the gospel—is it something to meet your needs, or something to equip you to meet the needs of others? If you come expecting one thing and get something else, you will quite naturally feel you have been shortchanged and misunderstood.

			This theme of misunderstanding has a triple emphasis in chapter 12 of John, with the juxtaposed stories of Mary’s anointing of Jesus, the high priests’ death plot, and the great crowd’s hosanna parade.

		

	
		
		
			
			The woman’s extravagance was the first misunderstanding. While at dinner in the home of Lazarus and Mary and Martha, Mary took some costly perfume—the kind often used in anointing bodies for burial—and poured it over Jesus’s feet. She then immediately wiped them with her hair. It was an act of extravagant devotion. Why did she do it? Clearly she thought Jesus was about to die. Rumors of death plots were in the air since Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. That act had set in motion a conspiracy to put Jesus to death. Everyone close to Jesus would be aware of it. But there was more to it than that. Jesus had talked of his death, and the “in these last days” talk had increased. Jesus was going to die—that is the truth that Mary was acting upon. But she misunderstood the death. She assumed that it would be permanent.

			And so her anticipatory embalming was evidence of her misunderstanding. Mary’s response is typical—a misunderstanding that we can name “devotional pessimism.” We see the loveliness of the gospel, and we realize the rarity of the words and presence of Jesus. Nothing else compares to it. But we know it is a lost cause. The forces of the world are too much, and we know our hopes will finally be dashed. The forces of the world are too much for it. Religion for us then becomes an exercise in solemn nostalgia, and our faith is expressed as extravagant resignation. The best that the world has ever known is not going to survive in this cruel world. Evil is going to have the last word. There is no question of abandoning the cause. There is no crass expediency of trying at the last minute to shift sides so that we will be on the winning side. There is grief, and there is devotion. In Mary’s anointing of Jesus, immense sadness and love were expressed in tears and devotion, for the love that came in Jesus would soon be gone. It was a lovely but futile life.

			
			Jesus accepted the devotion. He did not reject it because it came in this misunderstanding. There was, after all, some truth in it. There would be a death. But the death was not, as Mary assumed, to be the last word. So Jesus accepted the outpouring of Mary’s misunderstood love, but he didn’t do what she expected him to do. The gospel would be able to absorb and assimilate all that devotion and lead into understanding by means of the Resurrection.

		

	
		
		
			
			The second misunderstanding was with the Jewish leaders who were plotting to put Jesus to death. They understood that if Jesus were to be believed and followed, their leadership was doomed. The way of life they had promulgated, the power they had acquired, the authority they enjoyed—all that would be over. So they made a very logical response: they plotted to kill Jesus.

			The conspiracy became elaborate. They developed a coalition conspiracy of Jewish leaders, Roman politicians, and the disciple Judas in order to get rid of the one who threatened what they counted of supreme value. They were quite correct at one level. They quite properly understood that Jesus’s ways were in opposition to their own. They were alert in perceiving that what Jesus said would mean the end to what they were doing. Ambition would no longer be rewarded. Coercion would no longer be effective. Selfish lifestyles in which the strongest could work his will on the weak would become obsolete.

			But they misunderstood. They did not realize they would be much happier without what they thought was important to them. They did not realize that a person is more whole when he shares his life than when he hoards it. They did not know that happiness and joy are a result of praising God, not being praised by men. They did not know any of these things—and they looked at the lordship of Christ only in terms of the disaster it would bring to their own positions of entrenched power.

			
			Jesus accepted that misunderstanding. He did not reject what they were going to do to him. He could have, you know. He could have avoided the plots, exposed the conspiracy, and slipped from their clutches. But he let them do what they would. He absorbed the hate and rejection and went through with the Crucifixion. But he didn’t stop there. He developed that rejection into acceptance. He turned that misunderstanding into an understanding that finds life in accepting God’s will in Jesus Christ.

		

	
		
		
			
			The third misunderstanding took place in the crowd who paraded with Jesus into Jerusalem. They had a germ of understanding—that Jesus was king, that his lordship was good, and that his rule was to be desired. And so they greeted him with jubilation. They rallied around him in excited joy. So far, so good.

			But they revealed their misunderstanding when they got branches and began to wave them in symbolic gestures expressing political, nationalistic hopes. The palm branch was a stereotypical symbol for political liberation. The crowd assumed that when Jesus went into Jerusalem, the Romans would be expelled, the occupying soldiers would be dispersed, and they would have a good Jewish king, like David, once more. They assumed there would be no more foreign domination and no more unfair taxation by the Gentiles.

			Jesus silently protested that misunderstanding by getting a donkey and sitting on it as the parade progressed. This would remind the people that his rule was a rule of peace (expressed by the donkey), not a rule of military might (for which the symbol was the prancing warhorse). But the people didn’t seem to notice at the time. They were too excited by what they saw as the imminent fulfillment of their dreams.

			This is a wish-fulfillment misunderstanding. The people had strong wishes that they had dreamed about. They hoped that Jesus might fulfill them. There seemed to be good reason that he might—he did talk of providing for all our needs, he did show that he was able to make men whole, to provide whatever they need for a complete, eternal life. The misunderstanding came because they were caught up with their own wish-fulfillment fantasies and were paying very little attention to the reality of Jesus’s actions and words.

			
			But again, Jesus did not get angry at their misunderstanding. He accepted their applause, and he rode in their parade. But he didn’t stop there. He assimilated their enthusiasm and their expectation into his ministry. Then he offered it back to them in the Resurrection, which would fulfill needs and desires and wishes that they never even knew they had.

			So you see our misunderstandings—from whatever base they have their origin, from our courageous realism, our selfish defensiveness, our fantasies of wish fulfillments—are accepted and absorbed in Jesus and brought to wholeness. It doesn’t finally matter that we come to church on Sundays for the wrong reason—out of a sense of nostalgia or out of a childish sense that it might bring us luck. It does not finally matter that some are even now trying to find ways to avoid the demands of Christ, to get rid of the claims of his lordship, to protectively try to preserve what we pitifully call “our right.” The gospel is not ruined by our misunderstandings. Jesus takes the reality in our misconceptions—the reality of death, the reality of repentance, the reality of lordship—and through the process of the Passion and Crucifixion and Resurrection, he makes a whole gospel out of it. He leads us along the path of discipleship, in which we learn to find that we are sharing his love and a life that is eternal.

			
			Isn’t that good news? That our misunderstandings, no matter how well intentioned or how badly intentioned, do not disqualify us from being part of the movement of people who experience resurrection and who by faith participate in the saving love of Jesus Christ? No matter what you came full of today—full of forebodings, full of resistance, full of illusions—the more important reality is that Jesus is here. And our fragmentary misunderstandings hold no candle to his comprehensive understanding and love of us.

			Amen.

		

	
		
		
			
			In recent years there have been several books and innumerable magazine articles on the subject of increasing one’s vocabulary. Educational research has found that there is a close relationship between a person’s vocabulary and his or her IQ. The Human Engineering Laboratory, a New York institution that tests people’s aptitudes, has found that the only common characteristic of successful people in this country is an unusual grasp of the meaning of words.

			Religious vocabulary is a common place for floundering, misstating, and misunderstanding. As we deal with the important world of eternal relationships, it is particularly important that we get our words right. Jesus knew this and told his disciples just before his crucifixion and resurrection that one of the primary functions of his risen presence among them would be to sharpen their vocabularies and put new meanings into old words so that they would be capable of thinking and talking clearly about themselves and God.

			When it comes to today’s passage, it’s helpful to look at a few different translations of John 16:8:

			“When he is come, he will reprove the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment” (KJV).

			
			“When he comes, he will convince the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment” (RSV).

			“When he comes, he will confute the world, and show them where wrong and right and judgment lie” (NEB).

			Three different translations use three different words to describe what Jesus will do—reprove, convince, and confute. The Greek word behind the English translations means “to bring to the light, to expose.” The NEB uses two words to bring out the full meaning: confute and show. Confute means “to bring overwhelming evidence in order to disprove a position,” while show indicates the positive evidence for the new position. The KJV reprove and the RSV convince combine these ideas, as they are in the Greek word, and we see both the positive and the negative directions of the word. As our Lord works with us on our vocabularies, he exposes our wrong usages and then convinces us to the right usage. He confutes and shows.

			Sin. It is a difficult word to get to the core of. It is so overgrown with secondary meaning, so encrusted with sloppy usage, and so prone to become the private word of both the sincere and the unscrupulous that if there is any word in the world on which we need help, it is this one. We need to be confuted, and we need to be shown. We need to see it exposed in all of its wrong usage. We need to see what it really is.

			The meaning of sin is connected with the refusal to believe in Jesus Christ: “He will convict them of wrong by their refusal to believe in me.” Jesus Christ is the representative of the fullness of God in the world. He is the point of exposition of the nature of God. Where Jesus is, God is. A refusal to believe in Jesus Christ is a refusal to believe in God’s presence in human history. Sin is the rejection of that presence—a refusal to act as if God did in fact invade our lives. Sin is not atheism. All the best sinners believe in God, but they just don’t connect him with anything that is alive and vital in their lives.

			
			Paul equated sin with falling “short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). In other words, “everything which is other than God would have it be is sin.”* God wills life and love. Sin is an avoidance of that, a denial and rejection of it. Sin is always, therefore, less than life and an amputation and attenuation of the vital.

			G. K. Chesterton’s Father Brown in one place said, “My chief complaint against sin is that it is so boring.” When you refuse the core meaning of life, taking away the living part of existence, it cannot help but be boring, dull, and monotonous. Sin is life pursuing death. And that, I suppose, is why sin has to advertise itself so frantically. We need to be told over and over again how much fun it is, how enjoyable it is, and how much happiness it will bring us. In itself, sin carries none of that conviction, so it is always dependent on a vigorous press agency to persuade us. Righteousness needs none of that advertising. So we have a world that is full of talk
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