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Have you ever known people who, no matter what you did or said, it didn’t suit them?  
They came across as miserable people whose only perverse pleasure was to make others 
equally miserable.  Maybe you had a boss like that; someone who was constantly criticizing 
every move you made to the point that you hated to go to work each day.  Maybe there 
were people you were supposed to serve who never appreciated anything you did.  I have 
been in a number of these situations and I imagine many of you have as well. 
 
If you have been in any of them, you’re in good company.  Jesus spent most of his earthly 
ministry surrounded by groups and individuals who opposed him at every turn.  They were 
so adamant in their opposition that they would stop at nothing.  They thought they had 
finally solved their problem when they convinced the Roman ruler in the area, Pontius 
Pilate, to order that Jesus be crucified following a series of sham trials.  Of course, you and I 
know that, through his resurrection, Jesus would have the last word. 
 
The teaching in our Gospel Lesson for today was given at least several months before Jesus’ 
crucifixion.  The passage is part of the second of five blocks of Jesus’ teachings in the Gospel 
of Matthew.  Jesus begins by speaking about those who oppose his ministry.  He quickly 
points out their hypocrisy. 
 
Likening his opponents to children, Jesus speaks of the response to both him and John the 
Baptist.  John had come preaching a fiery message of repentance.  He lived an ascetic, 
solitary existence in the desert; had a very limited, crude wardrobe and ate nothing but a 
steady diet of locusts and wild honey.  Needless to say, John was not the kind of person 
who would show up at a neighborhood gathering and work the crowd.  He kept to himself.  
 
John denounced the religious leaders who taught the people to live one way in order to 
please God, then proceeded to ignore their own teachings and do as they pleased.  Rather 
than take a direct tack and try to refute his teachings, John was criticized for his lifestyle.  In 
order to discredit John, the religious leaders claimed that he was demon-possessed.  We 
might hear or read this accusation and think little of it; that it’s idle talk.  In those days, to 
claim that a person was demon-possessed was to say that they deserved to die.  Persons 
possessed by demons were stoned to death. 
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Jesus’ approach was nothing like John’s.  Jesus lived and mingled freely among the people, 
attended their weddings and other gatherings.  He came across as one of them.  In fact, 
Jesus spent a lot of his time with persons who were on the margins of Jewish society - tax 
collectors, prostitutes and others who were collectively labeled “sinners.”  As a result, his 
critics denounced his lifestyle and went so far as to claim that he was a glutton and a 
drunkard.   
 
We might read this accusation and dismiss it out of hand because we know it’s just a 
malicious exaggeration.  Like the accusation of demon possession made against John, this 
was very serious in those days.  Back then, parents were entitled to respect and obedience 
from their children, especially their sons and unmarried daughters, for as long as the 
parents lived.  The age of the children was of no importance.  If a parent accused a son of 
being “a glutton and a drunkard,”  they were basically saying that he was disrespectful to 
them and was bringing shame to the entire family.  That was absolutely unacceptable in 
that society.  By making that accusation, the parents were condemning their son to death 
by stoning at the hands of the community.   
 
I hope this explanation helps you to better understand the intensity of the opposition that 
both John and Jesus faced.  The religious leaders were not going to politely disagree with or 
ignore them and hope they’d just go away.  They wanted John and Jesus destroyed because 
they exposed the leaders for who and what they were - hypocrites seeking only to maintain 
and extend their power by whatever means necessary.  
 
Jesus’ opponents were cynical and skeptical because he challenged their comfortable, 
secure and self-centered lives.  How many times do we try to justify our inconsistencies, 
because listening to God may require us to change the way we live? 
 
You may have faced some opposition for your beliefs.  I can remember some of the names I 
heard over the years - member of the “God Squad,” Bible thumper, Jesus freak, and others.  
Some were directed to me; while most were intended for youth in the congregations I 
served.  If we can learn anything from the first few verses of today’s lesson, it’s the idea 
that followers of Christ should not be surprised if they are opposed and rejected by others.  
In our lives, we probably will not be threatened with death or serious bodily harm.  Social 
ostracism, denigration by professors and fellow students, denial of promotions or 
unfavorable hiring decisions may occur. 
 
Later on in our lesson, Jesus gives thanks that God chose to reveal truths to those who 
might be considered spiritual “children” rather than the learned and powerful religious 
leaders.  In my lifetime, I have been constantly amazed at the depth of understanding and 
faith of persons who may be considered poorly educated or simple in their approach to life.   
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They truly know God and trust Him with all aspects of their lives.  On the other hand, I have 
been fortunate to have the opportunity to study under and read works by some of the 
most noted Biblical scholars and theologians in the world.  Something that surprised me 
with some, but certainly not all, of them is that, while these great minds possess a great 
deal of academic knowledge, they are much further from knowing God than some of the 
“simple” and uneducated people I knew growing up or that I encountered in congregations 
and on mission trips.  Many times the “wise” persons were arrogant in their knowledge, 
while those Jesus might call the “little children” were humbly open to receive the truth of 
God’s Word. 
 
Comparing those with deep faith to children is a way of saying that children have a gift of 
wonder.  Many of us, through our learning and “sophistication,” have lost or suppressed 
that gift. 
 
Don’t get me wrong.  There certainly is a place for and need to study the Scriptures and 
ponder the implications of what we find there.  There needs to be a balance of some sort.   
 
To help put things in perspective, I was reading excerpts from an exchange of letters 
between John Wesley and one of his many detractors.  Keep in mind that Wesley was a 
graduate of Lincoln College of Oxford University (still one of the most prestigious 
universities in the world), a faculty member there, and was an ordained priest in the Church 
of England.  Wesley’s critic didn’t possess any of those credentials.  The critic wrote these 
words:  “God has no need of your fine learning.”  Wesley replied in part:  “Dear sir:  I am 
aware that God has no need of my learning.  God has no need of your ignorance either!”    
 
Near the end of our lesson for today, we find some comforting, yet somewhat confusing 
words by Jesus.  He invites “all who are weary and burdened”  (Some versions say “weary 
and heavy-laden.”) to come to Him so Jesus can give them rest.  In the very next verse, he 
tells these same tired and weary people to take his yoke on themselves and learn from him.  
It sounds like simply trading one type of heavy burden for another.  How can that be good 
news? 
 
Let’s look at the burdens many of us carry.  Obviously, I am not talking about physical 
weights that we are lugging around.  What are our burdens?   
 
We might think of these burdens as “interior” burdens; things that are within us.  Pride in 
the form of self-love may be a burden.  Our pride may lead us to think we have to respond 
to every slight or negative comment or opinion voiced about us.   
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I am not on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram or any other form of social media other than 
simple email or text message.  As an outsider to all these other platforms, it seems that, if 
no one made any negative comments or felt the need to respond to them, these platforms 
would virtually disappear due to inactivity.  Much of our so-called news consists of detailed 
accounts of Twitter wars among government officials, celebrities, and others who seem to 
think the rest of the world hangs on what they can say in 128 characters.  If we turn this 
burden of pride over to Jesus, we will find that we don’t care what others may say or do.  
We’ll realize we don’t need to seek to please them. 
 
Our burden, or yoke, may be unconfessed sin.  Turning that over to Jesus will certainly 
create a sense of relief and may feel like a literal weight has been lifted off our shoulders.   
 
Noted preacher and author Barbara Brown Taylor claims that many of us worship at the 
Altar of Busyness.  The constant need to be busy can be a burden.  I am a list maker and I 
am too often slave to the “to do” list.  I make the list at the beginning of the day or week 
and cross items off when I complete them.  This gives me a small sense of accomplishment.  
There are usually several problems with this process.  I almost always find plenty of things 
to add to the list as the day or week goes on; making the list of remaining items to be 
completed longer at the end of the day or week than the original list was.  Many items get 
carried over to the next day or week.  Sometimes I add to the list tasks I completed  just so I 
can cross them off and justify the use of my time.  The end result of all of this is often a list 
that is much longer and only serves as a source of disappointment rather than a sign of 
accomplishment.  
 
This information came out prior to the pandemic, but the general principles still apply.  
Prior to March, the average office received 220 messages per day in the form of emails, 
memos, phone calls, various interruptions and ads.  Over 1300 managers on four continents 
were surveyed about this phenomenon.  One third of them suffered from ill health due to 
information overload.  The figure jumped to 43% among senior managers.  One burden 
may be too much coming at us all the time to the point that there is little time to process 
and apply it.  It’s also hard to turn the spigot of information off and escape.  Many of us 
have to be available 24/7.  
 
Our burden may be excessive religious demands imposed on us or self-imposed.  That can 
be a trap for many believers.  While we all seek to love and serve God, no one should think 
he or she has to do it all.  Religion, and all its trappings need to take a back seat to simple 
love for God and neighbor.   
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This time of staying at home has caused a re-examination of how we are to be the Church.  
Some of what we have learned will carry over once we ever can come back together safely.  
Three things really stick out for me.   
 
The first is that we have taken a hard look at what is necessary for worship.  Although we 
can’t have it the same way as we could together in person, music is a key component of 
worship for us.  Having Kim provide a prelude; Susan recording accompaniment to a couple 
hymns that you can sing at home, as well as an offertory and postlude - these all help to set 
the tone of our worship.  I am grateful that the number of lectors is increasing.  We are 
starting to see several of you offering to play or sing for our musical offerings.  Others who 
may not be moved to play or sing themselves have provided inspiring videos of musical 
representations from all over the world.  While we have compressed some elements of our 
worship, in other ways, our worship, has expanded thanks to your creativity.   
 
I chose to reduce the number of Scripture passages each Sunday from four to one and try 
to focus more on building the rest of our worship around that passage. 
 
Second, I would be greatly remiss if I didn’t comment on how so many of us have risen to 
the occasion simply by participating in on line worship.  I may have heard of Zoom before 
March 13; but I had no experience with it.  I know that was true of most of you.  Not only is 
our worship on Zoom (and it will remain so, even when we can come back together), but 
just about everything we do as a congregation that requires interaction is accomplished via 
Zoom.  All of you have been very flexible and understanding as we set out to do something 
familiar in a new and unfamiliar way. 
 
The third takeaway from our time apart has been the strong desire on the part of so many 
of you to reach out to our community through familiar avenues, such as LINK, or to look for 
new and different ways to meet the needs that have arisen as a result of the pandemic.  
Our discussions during Virtual Coffee Hour have produced a number of initiatives and 
persons who have stepped up either as leaders or worker bees.  This has always been a 
congregation with a big collective heart.  Your compassion is evident to everyone with 
whom you come in contact. 
 
Back to the idea of burdens - another burden could be oppression and persecution.  While 
the message has been lost among protests that often lack focus, there are many issues in 
this country which have been simmering for a long time.  Events of the past few weeks 
brought them to a boil.  As a nation, we need to have some hard conversations and 
recognize where changes are needed so that persons who don’t look like you and me have 
a seat at the table as equals.  This speaks to the burden of prejudice.  
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For some people, their burden may be a weariness in their search for God.  Maybe they 
have spent a lot of time and energy trying to solve the “riddle” of Jesus with their minds 
alone in a futile search for certainty in matters of faith.   
 
All of the things I have mentioned, and many more, are yokes or burdens that we bear.  
Everyone has a yoke.  It may be our special task or challenge.  It could be something with 
which we struggle. 
 
Jesus promises freedom from these burdens by trading these yokes for his.  At the same 
time he promises rest for our souls.  You may be wondering how wearing a yoke, which 
Jesus says is easy, can be linked to rest.  The rest that Jesus offers is his love, healing, and 
peace.  This rest is not synonymous with the end of all labor.  From the first humans in the 
Garden to those we encounter in Revelation, Scripture tells us we all were created to work.  
How we work is another matter.   With the peace that Jesus offers, meaningless wearisome 
toil can become spiritual productivity and purpose.   
 
Imagine a yoke worn by a team of oxen.  Each animal is placed in the yoke to help pull a 
load.  In an ideal setting, animals are matched in such a way that they can pull the load 
equally and not have an imbalance of work.  That’s not always the case.  When an animal is 
beginning to learn how to pull with a yoke, the new animal is placed beside an experienced 
one who will do most of the work at first until the new animal learns to pull correctly.  
When we are yoked to Jesus, he figuratively does most of the “pulling” from the time we 
take his yoke and he never stops.   
 
Another perspective on the word “yoke” is to think of it as a system of teaching.  A rabbi’s 
yoke that he would give to his disciples was his particular set of rules, his sets of “do’s and 
don’ts intended to help students follow and obey the Torah.  This yoke could be quite 
onerous.   
 
Jesus’ yoke, on the other hand was simpler and lighter.  It was built around permissions 
rather than restrictions, focusing on the positive rather than the negative.  There were two 
commandments which were the basis for all actions - love for God and love for neighbor.        
 
Jesus didn’t come to lay more burdens on us.  He came to take them away; to provide rest 
for our souls.  The chorus of the hymn, “I Surrender All,” succinctly speaks to all we need to 
do: 
  
“I surrender all.  I surrender all.  All to thee, my blessed Savior, I surrender all.”  Amen.  


