  Sermon 3 Pentecost         

Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30

The Rev. Joel W. Huffstetler

3 July 2011


This Gospel lesson from Matthew is exceptionally rich. There is so much here that we could look at in detail in a sermon, but we can’t take all of this in in one sermon. I remember some of the best advice I ever got on preaching was from our preaching professor at Sewanee who warned us about trying to say too much about a passage that would make the sermon longer and longer. He said, “Just remember, the passage will come back around another time.”

That was wonderful advice; ‘You don’t have to say it all at one time.’ So I always try to remember that. 


I want to look at this wonderfully rich Gospel passage from just one perspective and focus on one part of it particularly. As I was thinking about what I would share with you today, a short but very poignant quotation came to my mind. Henri Nouwen is one of the great spiritual writers of our era. He died back in 1996 so his memory is still very fresh. Nouwen is easily one of the most widely read Christian authors of our time. Henri Nouwen once made a pilgrimage to Calcutta to interview Mother Teresa. He writes in one of his books about that meeting where he asked her what counsel she had for him with regard to his spiritual writing.

Mother Teresa’s counsel was this. It is so brief, and yet so lastingly poignant. She said, “Write simply. People need simple words.” Just think how profound that is in such a brief succinct way. To one of the leading spiritual writers in the world, Mother Teresa’s advice was, ‘Write simply. People need simple words.” Notice she didn’t say, ‘Write simplistically.’  There is a difference between being simple and being simplistic.

I thought of this quotation as I was thinking about the sermon for today because 

what Jesus does, in part, in this teaching moment is to cut through a lot of the over-intellectualization that had happened in Jewish theology by the time of Jesus’ life. In the end, in this passage, Jesus is critiquing an approach to Jewish theology that was solely focused on keeping the law to the letter. That spiritual practice of feeling like you had to keep every piece of the law perfectly to the letter, or else you would be unrighteous, we call legalism. And what Jesus is doing here is attacking legalism. He doesn’t want the spirit of the Jewish law to get lost in people trying to follow the letter of the law.  

Here is something important to remember in this context. We think of the Ten Commandments as being the foundation of the Judeo-Christian spiritual life, and, indeed, they are. The Ten Commandments are the foundation of the Judeo-Christian mindset. Yet we have to keep in mind that by the time of Jesus’ earthly life Jewish theologians had expanded on the Ten Commandments, and by the period in which Jesus lived, Jewish theology held out six hundred and thirteen commandments. Imagine that. Imagine how we struggle to keep ten, and then think about trying to keep six hundred and thirteen commandments to the letter.

 I was reminded this week that years ago someone wrote to Billy Graham for his column, and said, “Dr. Graham, I am afraid I have broken one of the Ten Commandments. What kind of spiritual counsel could you give me?”  Billy Graham wrote back, and said, ‘With all due respect, Sir, if you really think about it, you may realize that you have broken more than one commandment. You are doing really well if you have broken only one.’  It is an old column but I remember it to this day.  

What Jesus is saying here when he says, “Come to me, all you that are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest,” when we look at this in context what Jesus is addressing is people who find trying to keep the law burdensome, and they feel like they can’t get to God because they can’t keep the Commandments. Jesus addresses this drift in Jewish thinking by Jesus’ time and what he wants to do, and here is why I quoted Mother Teresa earlier, Jesus wants to simplify the spiritual life, not make it simplistic. There is no naiveté here, but Jesus wants to get people back to an understanding that the foundation of the spiritual life is not keeping six hundred and thirteen rules perfectly, it is trusting in God’s love and presence. If we step back from the trees for a moment and look a the forest with regard to the Gospels, think about how many times Jesus said, in one way or another, ‘Trust in God the Father.’  Jesus took his faith all the way to the Garden of Gethsemane and to the cross, so Jesus knew that the spiritual life didn’t promise a life of ease. Every one of us experiences pain in life. Every one of us experiences loss, so we know that to say, ‘trust in the Father’s love’ doesn’t mean that life is without its heartaches. In the end people of faith have a choice. In the midst of the realities of life, do we believe in a God whose nature is love, or do we believe that life is, in the end, randomness with no ultimate purpose? Of course, the Judeo-Christian mindset is there is a creator. His nature is love. We human beings are the ones who sin. And there came a time when God came to earth in the person of Jesus to show us, in a deeper way, this is the love of God. This is God’s love in person. So Jesus in his ministry is trying to get people to see God doesn’t want us to be burdened by trying to achieve a perfection that is not in our nature to reach. Jesus is trying to get people to see in his own person that God’s will for us is to know his love, be willing to accept forgiveness, and ultimately to receive the peace that can only come from God. Jesus says at one point in this teaching, “I thank you, Father,” that intimate term for God, “Lord of heaven and earth because you have hidden these things from the wise and intelligent and have revealed them to infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.” What he is saying here is that even a child, sometimes better than an adult, is capable of trust, and Jesus wants us to come to God as children trusting that we are loved. Even in life’s heartaches, we are never abandoned by God’s compassion. Ultimately that is what we see on the Cross. We see Jesus himself experiencing as much pain as a human can endure so that he knows what we experience, and we can believe that when we are in need, when we are hurting, we can turn to God in Christ and God’s response to us in Christ is compassion, mercy, and love. 

‘Thank you Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for allowing even a child to trust.’ That is what we see today in the midst of all we could look at in this Gospel passage, and it is all relevant and it is all edifying, it is all important; but today I feel led to share with you, and to hear myself, this reminder from our Lord himself who says, “My yoke is easy.” The Greek word here really goes deeper than that. The Greek word often translated easy in its most literal definition is the word Chrēstos.  It can be translated easy, but what it really means literally is well fitting. Jesus says, as opposed to Pharisees who want to burden people with following the law to the letter, ‘My yoke is well fitting. My yoke is easy.’ He is trying to teach us to allow God’s love to flow into us. God does not seek perfection from us. God loves us as we are.

I want to close with one very brief quotation from a man named Karl Barth. Karl Barth was one of the great New Testament scholars of the twentieth century. He had an international reputation as one of the greatest minds who ever studied the scriptures. Pope Pius VII declared that Karl Barth was the most significant theologian since Thomas Aquinas. Karl Barth was a man of immense stature in the realm of Judeo-Christian theology. I used to hear his name all the time in college and graduate school courses on religion. Near the end of his career, Karl Barth was being interviewed in Europe for the radio. The interviewer posed this question to one of the great New Testament scholars of our era, ‘Dr. Barth, if you could somehow summarize all that you have learned in all of your years of study of the New Testament, what would it be? If you could somehow crystallize all that you’ve learned over the years, how would you state the essence of what it means to be a Christian?’ Karl Barth pondered the question, and then said, “Jesus loves me! This I know. For the Bible tells me so.”  Amen. 
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