Proper 9 – Eighth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30

What a Burden!
Jerri Kumm, LP


I had the awfullest time getting going on this sermon.  When first I looked at the passage from Matthew’s Gospel the words were so familiar and seemed easy enough to understand so I wondered what there was to say.  Then I began to study the words, pray on them, and do some research and suddenly there was a lot to say.  I would start out in one direction and find myself heading off on a different tangent.  So, I am going to try my best to relate what I’ve learned about this passage, and I hope to do it in some kind of rational way.

The words “come to me, all of you, who are burdened and I will give you rest” sets off little bells in our heads, but the bells might be different for each of us.  For example, the burden you’re carrying might be different than mine.  Are you burdened by sin as I am, or do you have something else that is heavy on your soul?  Are you concerned about a child, a parent, are you ill?  The point is there are all kinds of burdens with which we have to deal.


Now I‘m going to throw you a curve ball:  That’s not what Jesus was talking about in this passage – at least not directly.  In this passage Jesus is talking about the Pharisees.  When Jesus says, “Father I thank you because you have shown to the “unlearned” what you have hidden from the wise,” he is speaking about how God has revealed Himself to the average man, the simplest man, through Jesus himself, and yet the learned, the Pharisees are left in the dark. As Beth Moore says in her book, Jesus the One and Only “the Pharisees had heads full of knowledge and souls full of death.”

You see there was a movement going on in which the Pharisees were lording over the average Jew in regard to the Law.   The Jews were given the Law of God, that law which was handed down through Moses.   This is the written law.  It is spelled out in the first five books of the OT –Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.  These books comprise the Torah or Hebrew Bible.  In addition the Pharisees established their own book of laws called the Talmud.   These additional laws were man-made, but IF a Jew could keep the law of man, then they would be keeping the Law of God.    The problem that arose, however, was that the law of man became more important to the Pharisees than the law of God.  


For example, if one went to the market, one would certainly brush up against or touch other people.  Some of these people would undoubtedly be Gentiles – therefore touching them would make the Jew unclean.  There were strict laws in the Talmud about the proper way to wash the hands – when – and how often.  The Pharisees often “attacked” the Disciples using this law as a means of saying that the Disciples were breaking the law of the Talmud.   Why did the Pharisees go after the Disciples?  Well it was all about power!  By proclaiming themselves the most elite of the Jews, the most pious and worthy of God, they elevated themselves above other Jews.  And they liked it there.

Now, onto the scene comes Jesus, who breaks all manner of the law of man:  He heals people on the Sabbath, he eats and drinks with tax collectors, and I don’t know if he washed his hand according to the law or not.  But Jesus wants to let the Jewish people know that only God’s Law is what they should be concerned with.  Man’s law - that cooked up by the Pharisees- is only the law of man.  God’s law is much higher.

That the Pharisees would pile these laws of men, hundreds of laws, upon the shoulders of the average Jew would be a heavy burden.  This is the burden of which Jesus is speaking in this passage.  Jesus is telling those who are present, that it is alright to put down this burden and Christ himself will give them the rest, the peace, that they need.


Jesus then tells the crowd that they should take on his yoke instead.  If they listen and learn from a humble and gentle man, rather than a pious fool, they will learn the truth and truly receive rest.  He finishes by telling them that the yoke he will put on them is easy and the load light, unlike the terrible burden they have been bearing under the law of the Pharisees.


Now, that is the setting and the reason Jesus said what he said, but what about when we read it in 2008?   What are we to make of this passage where Jesus talks about the law and burdens - and how should we “take” it?

Well, however it speaks to each of us is the way we should take it.   A lot of the Bible was “written” to a certain audience.  For example Paul’s letters to the Ephesians, the Galatians, and the Philippians were written to the people in the young churches in the towns of Ephesus, Galatia, and Philippi.  But that doesn’t mean that his words don’t speak to us today.  The messages within the pages of the Bible are timeless.  And so it is with this passage.  It doesn’t matter that Jesus wasn’t directing his words to us about our burdens today.  He couldn’t very well say to the people back then that he would relieve their stress over ever-rising price of gas, or the fear they might have in regard the global economy.    Or think how crazy he would have sounded if he talked our stress over some problem without computer? They’d think he was nuts!  And they wouldn’t listen to him.

So Jesus spoke to the people in terms they understood – about the concerns they were having at that time - knowing that we would take his words and put them into a context which speaks to us in the present time.


And what is the message in regard to our burdens?  I think the message is this: whatever your burden, there is one place we can all go to have the burden lifted off our shoulders, and off our hearts, and off our souls.    And that place is the cross – the perfect place to lay our burdens at the feet of our Savior and leave them there for him to deal with.


In old Temple times there was a feast once a year called the Day of Atonement when the people would take sacrifices and go to the Temple to have their sins forgiven.   At that time all the sins would be put on a goat that was then shooed off into the desert, away from the people, taking all their sins with him.  This goat was called a scapegoat.

Well, we Christians don’t need scapegoats any longer because we have had the perfect sacrifice – Jesus – who took all our sins upon himself and died on the cross for us.    So, my friends, regardless of the kind of burden you bear free yourself from it.  …..Come and bring it to the cross and let the blood of Jesus wash it away.  









Amen

