
Scripture Lesson:   Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30      Pew Bible, N.T. pg. 11 
16 “But to what will I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in the marketplaces and 
calling to one another:  17 ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you 
did not mourn.’ 18 “For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’; 
19 the Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend 
of tax collectors and sinners!’ Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds”… 25 At that time Jesus said, 
“I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the 
wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants; 26 yes, Father, for such was your 
gracious will. 27 All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son 
except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son 
chooses to reveal him. 28 “Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, 
and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble 
in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 

Response to the Word: 
One: This is the Word of God for the People of God 
All:  Thanks be to God! 
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In recent years, I’ll confess that I’ve questioned whether or not to sing some of the more 
patriotic hymns in worship, not because I don’t value the hymns themselves, or this nation, but 
because Christian Nationalism has become a more pervasive problem in recent years.  Christian 
Nationalism is not patriotism – it’s a dangerous conflation of religion and national pride that distorts 
both.  The encyclopedia Britanica explains the difference.  Patriotism is love for one’s nation – it’s s 
rooted in love, civic duty, and devotion to the ideals that define one’s country.  In our case, freedom 
and rule of law, for example.  Nationalism, on the other hand, is the impulse to elevate one’s nation 
above all others, often prioritizing power, cultural dominance, or a particular cultural narrative that may 
or may not accurately represent the whole of the nation.  The United States, historically, has a been a 
place where people from all over the world have found relative safety and community.  E Pluribus 
Unum.  Out of many, one.  In more recent years, however, a resurgence of racism, and a kind of stoked 
nostalgia that blatantly white-washes history has found its way into civic discourse.  I have no desire to 
go back to a time when there were black and white drinking fountains and women couldn’t get a line of 
credit.  I want to go forward.  I believe the best is yet ahead of us.  I’m not afraid of the future or of 
change.  When I read the words to our opening hymn, I hear a prayer of gratitude – for grace, for 
martyrs, for possibilities.  I also hear a plea for our national character.  Listen to the words: 

 

America! America! God shed his grace on thee, 
And crown thy good with brotherhood from sea to shining sea 

 

America! America! May God thy gold refine, 
Till all success be nobleness, and every gain divine. 

 

America! America!  God mend thine every flaw, 
Confirm thy soul in self-control, thy liberty in law 
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I hear in those words a prayer for true unity, a prayer for selfless and noble behavior, a prayer 
for reasoned and lawful souls.  I’m particularly drawn to the line:  Till all success be nobleness…  In 
everyday use here in the United States, "noble" describes someone whose actions or choices 
demonstrate high moral excellence, selflessness, courage, and honor.  A noble deed is one that is 
admirable and entirely free from petty or dishonorable motives. [from 
https://www.dictionary.com/noble]. 

This intersects with our scripture this morning in that the religious leadership of long ago had 
lost sight of the purpose behind the law of Moses.  One doesn’t keep the law of Moses to be better 
than others.  One kept it to remember who they are, who God is – the story of their people.  It’s meant 
to protect the faith, not by keeping people out, but by keeping people focused, mindful, devoted to 
God and to the values that define them.   

Jesus’ major frustration is the erosion of nobility – the erosion of moral excellence, selflessness, 
courage, honor.  These things are sacrificed for power, prestige, comfort, and self-righteousness, and 
when that happens, the values begin to get lost in a haze.  The criticism against Jesus is that he’s broken 
laws, bucked tradition, compromised values, when in truth, his great error is that he’s reminded his 
people that God is bigger than their traditions.  In today’s lesson, Jesus addresses the criticisms leveled 
against him in front of a crowd. This may account for the tone of the passage. The beginning part is 
fairly simple. Whether the tune be mournful or joyful, there are some who have no intention of 
embracing the music.  In particular, in this case, it’s the religious leadership – the scribes and pharisees 
– who mistakenly assume that all new music will come through them alone.  They forget that God can 
and has acted outside structures of power for centuries.  After all, no one expect a woman like Deborah 
to serve a judge.  No one expected a foreigner like Ruth to be the grandmother of a great King like 
David, who was hardly “king” material, given that he was the 8th and final child born to shepherd the 
sheep.  And no one expects a Messiah to rise in Galilee. 

But then it gets tough.  The lectionary consultation opted to skip the next 6 verses, as they 
primarily contain Jesus’ condemnation of various cities to torment for failure to respond to his 
message.  To modern sensibilities, this is positively abhorrent!  We call it scare tactics, which rarely 
work and which is probably why the consultation skipped it.  But such things were understood in Jesus’ 
day as warnings rather than absolutes—a call to learn and to change rather than a certain and 
unalterable pronouncement of doom.   

If we pick up where the reading continued this morning, we find Jesus offering a prayer of 
thanksgiving to God for hiding the truth (which may seem a little troubling) from the wise and the 
intelligent and revealing them instead to infants, and this by God’s gracious will, to boot.  Please note:  
this is not condemnation of learning or growth.  Quite the contrary – we’re instructed to take his yoke 
upon our shoulders and learn from him.  This instead represents a condemnation of all those who don’t 
get it.  And they don’t get it because they’re not open to it.  It has nothing to do with intellect or ability.  
It has to do with spirit.  It has to do with being open to the movement of God. 

And then we hear Jesus’ final admonition – some of the most meaningful and beautiful words in 
all of scripture:  “Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you 
rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”  But as beautiful as they are, these 
words require some clarity. 

I recall a story from 1863, “…when the Civil War was raging and the end was far from sight. 
Abraham Lincoln was out for a ride with his friend and aide Noah Brooks. Brooks, noticing the 
president’s obvious fatigue, suggested that he take a brief rest when they got back to the White House. 
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“A rest,” Lincoln replied, “I don’t know about a rest. I suppose it’s good for the body, but the 
tired part of me is inside and out of reach.”  [2 ¶s adapted somewhat from “Anyone Feeling Tired?” by 
King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.]  You know what he means, don’t you.  That’s the tired to which 
Jesus speaks – the part of us that has given up on nobility because we’re too tired, too stressed, too 
snowed under with compassion fatigue to be selfless any longer.   

The answer is to take on the yoke, which defies logic.  After all, bending to a yoke is hardly 
restful.  And most of us are well aware that following Jesus is neither easy nor free of discomfort.  The 
word here translated “easy” is Chrestos in Greek, and it means ‘tailored’ or ‘well-fitting”.  Today, one 
might even say “custom-made”.  In other words, it’s made specifically for you.  And as yokes always are, 
the yoke is made for two, which means that when our head is to the wind and our shoulder to the 
plow, the one right beside us, yoked to us come what may, is none other than the creator of the yoke 
and the universe. 

Now it may occur to you at this point that taking on a yoke—no matter how well fitted—doesn’t 
sound restful.  It sounds exhausting.  But John Jewell, author of Knowing God, offers insight on this – 
insight particularly fitting on this Independence Day weekend.  He writes:   

“There is something quite important for us to understand as we celebrate Independence Day.  
There is a "flip flop" quality to understanding today's scripture.  It goes counter to our usual way of 
thinking.  America is the home of Davey Crocket who conquered the "wild frontier" and Wyatt Earp 
who tamed the "wild west."  We honor and value independence, self-sufficiency, strength and the glory 
of a "self-made" man or woman.  Surrender is what we did not do.  With brains and brawn, we became 
a superpower in the world.  "Yankee Ingenuity" is the brilliance that made us great.  Resisting the yoke 
others would put on us is the strength that made us free.  

“Now Jesus comes along to say that wisdom and intelligence do not cut the mustard when it 
comes to knowing God.  Not only is the yoke not to be resisted, but we are also to voluntarily take this 
yoke upon ourselves and surrender to one who is greater than us!  

“How counter-cultural can you get?  We cannot fight, or think, or power ourselves into the 
kingdom of God and the peace of Christ.  [3 ¶s from John Jewell, Knowing God , illustrations on 
Matthew 11, www.Sermons.com.]  No, that comes only from surrendering ourselves to the Creator of 
the Universe.  But in doing so, we find HIS strength, HIS power, HIS Spirit ready to carry us beyond what 
we alone can muster.  And in yoking ourselves with Christ, nobility becomes possible – HIS nobility.  HIS 
selflessness, moral courage, honor.  This is the great paradox – that in yoking ourselves to him we find 
freedom and power beyond our own capability.   

I don’t know the sins and burdens you’re carrying.  But I know that Jesus offers release.  There 
were so many who should have heard and received his message.  But they didn’t want nobility.  They 
didn’t recognize Nobleness as success.  They didn’t want to yoke themselves to one who calls us to be 
peace, love, pardon, faith, hope, light and joy; the one who calls us not so much to be consoled as to 
console, to be understood as to understand, to be loved as to love.  And yet, it is in the surrendering of 
ourselves that we find ourselves.  Or as they sang earlier in the service, reminding us of the words of St 
Francis of Assisi:  For it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, and it is in 
dying that we are born to eternal life.  [Prayer of St. Francis, United Methodist Hymnal #481]. 

Come to me all you who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest, says 
Christ. I will give you rest from despair, from worry, from guilt and sin. I will deliver you from the weigh 
that robs life of meaning and connection. I will give you freedom to engage all life has to offer and to be 
part of something bigger than you are. Come to me all you who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, 
and I will give you rest.  And so we come… 

 


