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Matthew 11:16-30 “Finding Rest” August 25, 2013 

OT Lesson: Isaiah 65:17-25  Brian M. Sandifer 

God hides spiritual understanding from “the wise” who consider themselves too sophisticated for Jesus, 

thus leading to turmoil and judgment; but he reveals spiritual understanding to “the simple” who come to 

Jesus, take his yoke, and learn from him, thus leading to soulful rest. Seek your rest under Christ’s yoke. 

Introduction – We’ve been considering some “hard sayings” of Jesus, and with this passage we’ll end 

this series. I suspect some of you are breathing a sigh of relief! It’s about time for a change. After all, 

summer is almost finished, our vacations are now just memories, and we’re all energized by a long, 

restful summer break. Or perhaps you’re not feeling well-rested at all. Why is that? 

I. The Yoke of Religion Brings Judgment 

A. Today: physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual (vv. 27-30) 

1. What is a yoke? It is a wooden harness that fit over the shoulders of animals, binding them 

together so they are forced to work in unison. In the OT the image of a yoke was commonly used 

to describe Israel’s submission to foreign oppressors (Lev 26:13; Isa 10:24-27). By the NT era the 

yoke had become a common metaphor for the law of God (i.e., for discipleship), which crushed 

the people who sought to keep it (and all the various Pharisaical additions) in their own strength 

(Mt 23:4; Acts 15:10). 

2. By “religion” I mean a set of beliefs that one acts upon to earn God’s favor. Whatever you 

believe and do in relation to spiritual things, if the motivation is to be judged by your 

performance, then that is the yoke of religion, and it will always bring judgment. 

3. The yoke of Jesus is contrasted with the yoke of the religious teachers. To discover what 

Jesus says the yoke of religion brings, look at the opposites of his promises: rest (restlessness), 

light burden (heavy burden), easy (difficult), gentle and lowly (rough and haughty). Chronic 

fatigue, emotional exhaustion, mental burnout, and spiritual restlessness—these are all symptoms 

of wearing the yoke of religion. 

B. Last Day: judgment (vv. 20-24) 

1. Tyre and Sidon were Gentile cities on the Mediterranean coast in Phoenicia (north of Israel). 

The OT prophets often denounced these cities for their Baal worship, pride, greed, cruelty, slave-

trading, pleasure-seeking, and presumption (Isa 23; Ezek 26-28; Joel 3:4-6). Sodom was the 

prototypical city of sin (Isa 3:8-9; Gen 18-19) known for its licentiousness, excess, sensuality, 

violence, and perversity. God dramatically judged these cities because they did not repent. 

2. These verses are a frighteningly hard saying. Jesus did most of his miracles (mighty works) in 

the respectable Galilean towns of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum (his ministry base). What 

privilege these residents received! God says it would be better for you to be a Baal-worshiping 

Sidonian, a slave-trader from Tyre, or a violent Sodomite than a respectable church-going person 

who knows the gospel yet will not repent! 

II. Why the Yoke of Religion is Attractive 

A. It appeals to our pride of accomplishment (vv. 20, 23) 

Bethsaida, Chorazin, and Capernaum did not repent because they proudly wore the yoke of religion. 

Religious people who think they are good at keeping rules and knowing right doctrine don’t have 

much need of the gospel. Secular people who consider themselves good at being moral, tolerant, and 
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productive don’t have need of Jesus at all. People proud of their moral accomplishments think they 

don’t need to repent. Hence a religion that rewards morality (religious or otherwise) is more attractive 

than the gospel, since the gospel requires a person with empty hands and a criminal record. 

B. It appeals to our pride of superiority (vv. 16-19) 

Jesus compared the people of the three towns to contrary children. His parable unmasks their 

superiority complex. Their mood is stubbornly contrarian and they refuse to cooperate with God. First 

they didn’t listen to John the Baptist, who came neither eating nor drinking, accusing him of being 

demon possessed. Then they didn’t listen to Jesus, who came eating and drinking, accusing him of 

being a glutton, a drunk, and a friend of notorious sinners. 

C. God hides spiritual understanding from the proud (vv. 25-26) 

What are “these things” God hides from the proud? The gospel of repentance, and salvation. The 

“wise and understanding” are wise in their own (and the world’s) eyes. They are stubbornly proud of 

their perceived superiority. In this instance they are those who wear the yoke of religion—believing 

they can (and have) earned God’s favor by their good works. But human wisdom and understanding 

are powerless and irrelevant for knowing God (1 Cor 1:26-31) because God wills to hide himself 

from the proud to glorify his grace. 

III. The Yoke of Christ Brings Rest 

A. Jesus makes us wear a yoke? (v. 29a) 

This is also a hard saying. Even those who repent and turn to Christ will wear a yoke! But Jesus 

transformed the yoke metaphor. So this is a gentle “hard saying.” Believers are under his yoke, which 

in a certain sense is hard because we are not free from our responsibility to give total obedience to 

God. But consider: everyone wears some kind of yoke. In this sense Christ’s yoke is easy, because 

life is only blessed when lived under his yoke. 

B. God gives spiritual understanding and rest to the simple (v. 27-29) 

Jesus contrasts “little children” with contrarian, stubborn children (vv. 16-19). The simple receive 

Jesus and his message gladly and with a repentant heart. They realize they are saved by God’s grace 

alone, and put their trust in Christ. They are the weary and heavy laden, weighed down with sin and 

guilt in this life, trying feebly to rid themselves of their burden which only Jesus can remove. 

C. Changing yokes (vv. 28-30) 

1. “Come” and “Take” reflect the conversion of a sinner to Jesus (Jn 6:35), encompassing 

knowledge, assent, and trust. They are the entrance into salvation and the Christian life. But even 

mature Christians learn to never stop coming to Jesus and taking his yoke. So “Learn” reflects the 

continuation in the life of faith. Learning who to trust, what to believe, and how to obey. 

2. Right now Jesus is inviting you to exchange all your sub- and anti-Christian yokes for his 

teaching and way of life. The rest he gives brings peace of mind and heart (Jn 16:33; Rom 5:1), 

and assurance of salvation (2 Cor 5:1; 2 Tim 1:12; 4:7-8; 2 Pet 1:10-11). 

Conclusion – Jesus literally carried all the heaviest burdens of this life when he yoked the cross across 

his weary shoulders on the way to Calvary. He was crushed under the unfathomable weight of sin as he 

was crucified to death. He experienced total spiritual restlessness as the Father abandoned him. But 

through his loving sacrifice he won for us and shares with us forgiveness of sins, intimate and personal 

knowledge of God, and everlasting soulful rest. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Mt 11:16 Ti,ni de. o`moiw,sw th.n genea.n tau,thnÈ 
o`moi,a evsti.n paidi,oij kaqhme,noij evn 
tai/j avgorai/j a] prosfwnou/nta toi/j 
e`te,roij 

But to what shall I liken this generation?  It 
is like children sitting in the marketplaces 
who are calling to other children, 

 

Mt 11:17 le,gousin\ huvlh,samen u`mi/n kai. ouvk 
wvrch,sasqe( evqrhnh,samen kai. ouvk 
evko,yasqeÅ 

and saying, “We played a flute for you and 
you did not dance; we sang a dirge and you 
did not mourn.” 

 

Mt 11:18 h=lqen ga.r VIwa,nnhj mh,te evsqi,wn mh,te 
pi,nwn( kai. le,gousin\ daimo,nion e;ceiÅ 

For John came neither eating nor drinking, 
and they say, “He has a demon.” 

 

Mt 11:19 h=lqen o` ui`o.j tou/ avnqrw,pou evsqi,wn kai. 
pi,nwn( kai. le,gousin\ ivdou. a;nqrwpoj 
fa,goj kai. oivnopo,thj( telwnw/n fi,loj 
kai. a`martwlw/nÅ kai. evdikaiw,qh h` sofi,a 
avpo. tw/n e;rgwn auvth/jÅ 

The Son of Man came eating and drinking, 
and they say, “Behold a glutton man and 
drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and 
sinners.”  But wisdom is justified by her 
deeds. 

Most witnesses (B2 C D L Q ¦1 33 Û lat) 

have "children" (te,knwn, teknoÒn) here 

instead of "deeds" (e;rgwn, ergoÒn), but since 

"children" is the reading of the parallel in 
Luke 7:35, scribes would be motivated to 
convert the less colorful "deeds" into more 
animate offspring of wisdom. Further, e;rgwn 

enjoys support from a B* W (¦13) as well 

as early versional and patristic support. 

Mt 11:20 To,te h;rxato ovneidi,zein ta.j po,leij evn 
ai-j evge,nonto aì plei/stai duna,meij 
auvtou/( o[ti ouv meteno,hsan\ 

Then he began to denounce the cities in 
which many of his miracles were done, 
because they did not repent. 

 

Mt 11:21 ouvai, soi( Corazi,n( ouvai, soi( Bhqsai?da,\ 
o[ti eiv evn Tu,rw| kai. Sidw/ni evge,nonto aì 
duna,meij aì geno,menai evn u`mi/n( pa,lai 
a'n evn sa,kkw| kai. spodw/| meteno,hsanÅ 

“Woe to you, Chorazin!  Woe to you, 
Bethsaida!  For if the miracles that were 
done in Tyre and Sidon were done in you, 
they would have repented long ago in 
sackcloth and ashes. 

 

Mt 11:22 plh.n le,gw ùmi/n( Tu,rw| kai. Sidw/ni 
avnekto,teron e;stai evn h`me,ra| kri,sewj h' 
u`mi/nÅ 

But I say to you, it will be more bearable on 
the day of judgment for Tyre and Sidon than 
for you. 

 

Mt 11:23 kai. su,( Kafarnaou,m( mh. e[wj ouvranou/ 
u`ywqh,sh|È e[wj a[|dou katabh,sh|\ o[ti eiv evn 

And you, Capernaum, will not be exalted to 
heaven, will you?  You will be brought down 

 

BwRefEE('Luk%207:35')
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Sodo,moij evgenh,qhsan ai` duna,meij aì 
geno,menai evn soi,( e;meinen a'n me,cri th/j 
sh,meronÅ 

to Hades.  For if the miracles, which were 
done in Sodom, were done in you, it would 
have remained until this day. 

Mt 11:24 plh.n le,gw ùmi/n o[ti gh/| Sodo,mwn 
avnekto,teron e;stai evn h`me,ra| kri,sewj h' 
soi,Å 

But I say to you that it will be more bearable 
on the day of judgment for the land of 
Sodom than for you.” 

 

Mt 11:25 VEn evkei,nw| tw/| kairw/| avpokriqei.j o` 
VIhsou/j ei=pen\ evxomologou/mai, soi( 
pa,ter( ku,rie tou/ ouvranou/ kai. th/j gh/j( 
o[ti e;kruyaj tau/ta avpo. sofw/n kai. 
sunetw/n kai. avpeka,luyaj auvta. nhpi,oij\ 

At that time Jesus answered and said, “I 
praise you, Father, Lord of the heaven and 
the earth, that you have concealed these 
things from the wise and intelligent, and you 
have revealed them to little children. 

 

Mt 11:26 nai. ò path,r( o[ti ou[twj euvdoki,a evge,neto 
e;mprosqe,n souÅ 

Yes indeed, Father, for thus was well 
pleasing in front of you. 

“in front of you” is an idiom for “in your sight” 
or “from your perspective” 

Mt 11:27 Pa,nta moi paredo,qh u`po. tou/ patro,j 
mou( kai. ouvdei.j evpiginw,skei to.n ui`o.n 
eiv mh. o` path,r( ouvde. to.n pate,ra tij 
evpiginw,skei eiv mh. o` ui`o.j kai. w-| eva.n 
bou,lhtai ò ui`o.j avpokalu,yaiÅ 

All things have been handed over to me by 
my Father, and no one knows the Son 
except the Father, nor does anyone know 
the Father except the Son and to whomever 
the Son desires to reveal him. 

 

Mt 11:28 Deu/te pro,j me pa,ntej oì kopiw/ntej kai. 
pefortisme,noi( kavgw. avnapau,sw u`ma/jÅ 

Come to me, all who are weary and 
burdened, and I will give you rest. 

 

Mt 11:29 a;rate to.n zugo,n mou evfV um̀a/j kai. 
ma,qete avpV evmou/( o[ti prau<j eivmi kai. 
tapeino.j th/| kardi,a|( kai. eu`rh,sete 
avna,pausin tai/j yucai/j u`mw/n\ 

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. 

 

Mt 11:30 o` ga.r zugo,j mou crhsto.j kai. to. 
forti,on mou evlafro,n evstinÅ 

For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.  
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2 Exegetical Outline – Matthew 11:16-30 (verse summary) 

V16. Jesus, speaking to the crowds, compared the current generation of people to children in a 

market calling out to their fellow children. 

V17. Jesus continued the comparison, describing the children saying they played the flute and 

sang a dirge, but their playmates neither danced nor mourned. 

V18. Jesus showed how the current generation did the same as the children, calling John the 

Baptist demon possessed because he didn’t come eating or drinking. 

V19. Jesus continued the comparison, describing the current generation calling the Son of Man a 

glutton, a drunkard, and a friend of tax collectors and sinners because he did come eating and 

drinking; then Jesus reminded the crowds that wisdom is justified by its deeds. 

V20. Addressing the crowds and referring to those who rejected John the Baptist and himself, 

Jesus began to denounce the cities where he had performed many miracles because they did not 

repent. 

V21. Jesus pronounced woes on the cities of Chorazin and Bethsaida, declaring that the cities of 

Tyre and Sidon would have humbly repented if they had seen the miracles done in Chorazin and 

Bethsaida.  

V22. Jesus explained that judgment day for Tyre and Sidon will be more bearable than for 

Chorazin and Bethsaida. 

V23. Next, Jesus spoke against the city of Capernaum, declaring it will not be exalted to heaven 

but brought down to Hades because its people did not repent, and noting that even Sodom would 

still remain if the miracles Capernaum witnessed were done there. 

V24. Jesus explained that judgment day for Sodom will be more bearable than for Capernaum. 

V25. Jesus turned in prayer by thanking the Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that he has hidden 

these truths from the wise and intelligence but has revealed them to little children. 

V26. Jesus continued in prayer to the Father, affirming God’s will as gracious. 

V27. Jesus turned to the crowds and taught them that the Father has handed all things over to 

him, that nobody knows the Son except the Father, and that nobody knows the Father except the 

Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal the Father. 

V28. Jesus invited anyone in the crowds who is weary and burdened to come to him so that Jesus 

will give him rest. 

V29. Jesus invited those who are weary and burdened to take on his yoke and learn from him 

because Jesus is gentle and humble in heart, and they will find soulful rest. 
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V30. Jesus explained that his yoke (in contrast to the weary and burdensome yokes others offer) 

is easy and his burden is light. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Matthew 11:16-30 (full) 

I. A Generation Like Contrarian, Stubborn Children (vv. 16-19). 

a. A picture of contrarian, stubborn children (vv. 16-17). 

i. V16. Jesus, speaking to the crowds, compared the current generation of people 

to children in a market calling out to their fellow children. 

ii. V17. Jesus continued the comparison, describing the children saying they 

played the flute and sang a dirge, but their playmates neither danced nor 

mourned. 

b. This generation foolishly acts just like those children (18-19). 

i. V18. Jesus showed how the current generation did the same as the children, 

calling John the Baptist demon possessed because he didn’t come eating or 

drinking. 

ii. V19. Jesus continued the comparison, describing the current generation 

calling the Son of Man a glutton, a drunkard, and a friend of tax collectors and 

sinners because he did come eating and drinking; then Jesus reminded the 

crowds that wisdom is justified by its deeds. 

II. Woes to the Unrepentant (vv. 20-24). 

a. Judgment Day for the Jewish cities of Chorazin and Bethsaida will be worse than for 

the Gentile cities of Tyre and Sidon (vv. 20-22). 

i. V20. Addressing the crowds and referring to those who rejected John the 

Baptist and himself, Jesus began to denounce the cities where he had 

performed many miracles because they did not repent. 

ii. V21. Jesus pronounced woes on the cities of Chorazin and Bethsaida, 

declaring that the cities of Tyre and Sidon would have humbly repented if they 

had seen the miracles done in Chorazin and Bethsaida. 

iii. V22. Jesus explained that judgment day for Tyre and Sidon will be more 

bearable than for Chorazin and Bethsaida. 

b. Judgment Day for the Jewish city of Capernaum will be worse than for the pagan city 

of Sodom (vv. 23-24). 

i. V23. Next, Jesus spoke against the city of Capernaum, declaring it will not be 

exalted to heaven but brought down to Hades because its people did not 
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repent, and noting that even Sodom would still remain if the miracles 

Capernaum witnessed were done there. 

ii. V24. Jesus explained that judgment day for Sodom will be more bearable than 

for Capernaum. 

III. Prayer to the Father (vv. 25-26). 

a. V25. Jesus turned in prayer by thanking the Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that he 

has hidden these truths from the wise and intelligence but has revealed them to little 

children. 

b. V26. Jesus continued in prayer to the Father, affirming God’s will as gracious. 

IV. Blessings for the Weary and Burdened (vv. 27-30). 

a. Knowing God (v. 27). 

 V27. Jesus turned to the crowds and taught them that the Father has handed all 

things over to him, that nobody knows the Son except the Father, and that nobody 

knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal 

the Father. 

b. Soulful Rest (vv. 28-30). 

i. V28. Jesus invited anyone in the crowds who is weary and burdened to come 

to him so that Jesus will give him rest. 

ii. V29. Jesus invited those who are weary and burdened to take on his yoke and 

learn from him because Jesus is gentle and humble in heart, and they will find 

soulful rest. 

iii. V30. Jesus explained that his yoke (in contrast to the weary and burdensome 

yokes others offer) is easy and his burden is light. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Matthew 11:16-30 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: After criticizing his contrarian, stubborn generation, Jesus pronounced 

woes over “wise and understanding” cities that refused to repent at his miracle-accompanied 

preaching, prayed to the Father in agreement that the gospel is hidden from the wise and revealed 

to little children, and invited the weary to know God and find soulful rest by taking the yoke of 

Christ. 

I. A Generation Like Contrarian, Stubborn Children (vv. 16-19). 

a. A picture of contrarian, stubborn children (vv. 16-17). 

b. This generation foolishly acts just like those children (18-19). 

II. Woes to the Unrepentant (vv. 20-24). 

a. Judgment Day for the Jewish cities of Chorazin and Bethsaida will be worse than for 

the Gentile cities of Tyre and Sidon (vv. 20-22). 

b. Judgment Day for the Jewish city of Capernaum will be worse than for the pagan city 

of Sodom (vv. 23-24). 

III. Prayer to the Father (vv. 25-26). 

IV. Blessings for the Weary and Burdened (vv. 27-30). 

a. Knowing God (v. 27). 

b. Soulful Rest (vv. 28-30). 
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5 Theological Outline – Matthew 11:16-30 

Theological Proposition: God’s gracious will is for gospel understanding to be hidden from the 

stubbornly unrepentant who consider themselves too sophisticated for Jesus, thus leading to 

divine judgment; but that gospel understanding be revealed to the simple who repent and obey 

Jesus, thus leading to a knowledge of God and their finding soulful rest. 

I. Contrarian, stubborn people who refuse to repent will show their foolishness by their 

deeds (vv. 16-19). 

II. Woe to unrepentant “Christian” communities compared to “enemy” and “wicked” 

communities (vv. 20-24). 

III. God’s gracious will for concealing and revealing the gospel (vv. 25-26). 

IV. Blessings of Jesus for the Weary and Burdened: knowing God and soulful rest (vv. 27-

30). 
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6 Notes on Matthew 11:16-30 

1. Background and context.  The occasion of this passage is Jesus speaking to the crowds who 

were present when the disciples of John the Baptist came to Jesus to if he is the promised 

Christ.  Jesus answered by calling attention to the mighty deeds he had done: healing the 

blind, lame, and deaf, cleansing the lepers, raising the dead, and preaching the gospel to the 

poor.  These acts prove Jesus is the Christ described in the OT.  But many Jews did not 

believe the preaching of John the Baptist or Jesus.  They reasoned that John was demon 

possessed, and Jesus was a drunk and friend of tax collectors and sinners.  The unreasonably 

refused to listen to either one!  Their “wisdom and understanding” was actually stubborn and 

foolish—fueled by rebellious unbelief.  This is the audience (the crowd who heard this 

dialogue) whom Jesus addresses.  The woes are pronounced on those who refused to believe 

either John the Baptist or Jesus.  The appeal to come to Jesus for rest is addressed to the 

crowd. 

Quotation: “It is a mournful fact, that there are always thousands of professing Christians just 

as unreasonable as these Jews. They are equally perverse, and equally hard to please. 

Whatever we teach and preach, they find fault. Whatever be our manner of life, they are 

dissatisfied. Do we tell them of salvation by grace, and justification by faith? At once they 

cry out against our doctrine as licentious and antinomian. Do we tell them of the holiness 

which the Gospel requires? At once they exclaim, that we are too strict, and precise, and 

righteous overmuch. Are we cheerful? They accuse us of levity. Are we grave? They call us 

gloomy and sour. Do we keep aloof from balls, and races, and plays? They denounce us as 

puritanical, exclusive and narrow-minded. Do we eat, and drink, and dress like other people, 

and attend to our worldly callings and go into society? They sneeringly insinuate that they 

see no difference between us and those who make no religious profession at all, and that we 

are not better than other men. What is all this but the conduct of the Jews over again? "We 

played the flute for you, and you didn't dance. We mourned for you, and you didn't lament." 

He who spoke these words knew the hearts of men.” ~ J.C. Ryle 

2. This passage is a study in contrasts.  The first section (vv. 20-24) are woes Jesus pronounces 

against the Jewish cities of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum.  The inhabitants of these 

cities witnessed many miracles at the hand of Jesus, meant to confirm his gospel message.  

But they refused to repent and believe the good news that Jesus is the Christ.  Why is Jesus 

so hard on these cities?  Because they were given much more revelation and privilege than 

OT cities that were judged for their wickedness.  Tyre, Sidon, and even Sodom, if they had 

seen and heard the things that Jesus did for Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum, would have 

certainly repented!  So according to the logic of God, the judgment will be greater for those 

who are given more revelation, more signs and wonders.  In the second section, Jesus 

launches into prayer to the Father (vv. 25-26), praising him for hiding these truths from the 

self-proclaimed “wise and understanding” yet revealing them to “little children” (i.e., those 

who are simple, who humble themselves, repent of their sins, and believe the gospel).  Jesus 

praises the Father for this hiding and revealing because it is gracious.  In the final section, 

Jesus turns to the crowds and offers them a yoke of submission (vv. 27-30).  Whereas the 

yoke of Christ’s lordship proves to be harsh for the “wise and understanding” (i.e., the 
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unrepentant who have been given much), Jesus offers an easy and light yoke to all those who 

are weary and burdened (i.e., the repentant).  No one can avoid the yoke of Christ because he 

is Lord of all.  Either it will bring a heavy burden of judgment, or an easy burden of rest and 

knowledge of God.  Will you respond to the call of Jesus?  Will you wear the yoke of Christ 

in rebellion, or will you share the yoke of Christ in rest? 

3. V16. “This generation” refers to the crowds and Jewish religious leaders who acted selfish, 

stubborn, and contrarian in response to Jesus.  So Jesus told a brief parable (more like a 

description than a story) comparing this generation to children who call out to their 

playmates while in the marketplace. 

4. V17. Those children calling out to their playmates complain that while they played a happy 

song with flutes, the playmates refused to dance; and while they played a dirge (funeral 

song), the playmates refused to mourn.  The playmates thus reveal themselves to be selfish 

and stubborn, always insisting on their way and never joining in what is an appropriate 

response. 

5. V18. Jesus compared the playmates to a generation who rejected the message of John the 

Baptist, who called for repentance, because John was an extreme ascetic who came neither 

eating nor drinking.  This generation rejected him by claiming he had a demon. 

6. V19. Jesus then compared the playmates to a generation who also rejected the message of the 

Son of Man (Jesus’ self-title), who also called for repentance, because Jesus lived a lifestyle 

nearly the opposite of John—eating and drinking.  This generation rejected Jesus by claiming 

he was a glutton, a drunk, and a friend of tax collectors and notorious sinners.  Jesus then 

warned the crowd to watch the deeds of this generation who rejected both John and Jesus.  

Their deeds will prove whether their rejection of these prophets is wise or foolish. 

7. Vv20-26.  These verses constitute one kind of “hard saying” of Jesus.  They are hard because 

Jesus pronounces judgment on the unrepentant, and an especially harsh judgment on those 

who have been given more revelation of the gospel than others.  The miracles Jesus 

performed proved he was the Christ (Mt 11:5-6).  As the Christ, Jesus preached a message of 

repentance that was not an invitation, but a demand with the threat of terrible judgment for 

rejecting the message and the person of Christ. 

8. Vv20-24.  See Luke 10:12-15 for a parallel passage.  Notice that Jesus expected his miracles 

to be sufficient evidence for people to repent of their sins and turn to him.  How much more 

culpable were these cities who witnessed his miracles and heard the preaching of the gospel 

from the lips of Jesus himself!  “Lesson: judgment will not be easy on privileged 

impenitents.”1 

9. V20. This is a startling and sobering statement: that Jesus did most of his miracles (mighty 

works) in the three cities of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum.  What privilege these 

residents received!  If anyone would have believed in Jesus as the Christ and followed him, 

                                                 

1 William Hendriksen, Matthew, NTC, 507. 
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surely it would be those who need not exercise faith in the unseen because they had seen so 

much! 

Illustration: Friend in college who was intrigued by the Bible, Jesus, and the gospel message, 

but refused to believe unless his questions were answered without a shadow of doubt.  “If 

they find Noah’s ark, then I’ll become a Christian.”  Christian apologetics (reasons to 

believe) were not enough for him.  He did not want to exercise faith at all.  He needed to be 

certain before he would believe.  But in an honest moment he shared with me that he didn’t 

want to become a Christian because it would mean he couldn’t sleep with whomever he 

wanted.  The requirement of repentance is the real stumbling block to faith. 

Application: “Similarly, nations and a cities with churches on every corner and Bibles in 

every home will have no excuse on Judgment Day if they do not repent and believe.”2 

10. V21. Chorazin is just northwest (about 2 miles) of Capernaum, near the Sea of Galilee.  

Bethsaida is on the northeast shore of the Sea of Galilee, where three of the apostles (Philip, 

Andrew, and Peter; cf. Jn 1:44) called home.  Tyre and Sidon were Gentile cities on the 

Mediterranean coast in Phoenicia (north of Israel).  The OT prophets often denounced these 

cities for their Baal worship and materialism (Isa 23; Ezek 26-28; Amos 1:9; Joel 3:6; Zech 

9:2-4; Rev 17-19 alluded to ancient Tyre).  Tyre and Sidon never repented and were severely 

judged by God for their evil.  They were known for their pride, greed, cruelty, slave-trading, 

pleasure-seeking, and presumption.  But amazingly, Jesus claims that they would have if he 

had been there preaching and performing miracles!  How much worse must be Chorazin and 

Bethsaida!  Sackcloth was a dark garment made of goat or camel hair.  Ashes were used with 

rites of mourning, fasting, and repentance (Mt 6:16; Isa 58:5).  Thus wearing sackcloth and 

pouring ashes on one’s head were signs of repentance.  They were symbols of humility and 

remorse (Gen 37:34; Rev 6:12). 

11. V22. The judgment of Tyre and Sidon is recorded in the OT prophets (Tyre: Isa 23; Ezek 26-

28; Sidon: Ezek 28:20-23). 

12. V23. Hades (Greek) is the place of the dead (Hebrew: Sheol).  In this context Hades is 

identified with judgment, therefore Hell is implied because it is contrasted with heaven.  

Jesus’ words of woe echo the OT pronouncement of woe (Isa 14:13, 15).  Capernaum is the 

object of Christ’s woes because they had seen his mighty works and yet refused to believe.  

In fact, Capernaum was the site of 5 of the 10 miracles Jesus performed that Matthew records 

in chapters 8-9.  The description of Capernaum brought low instead of exalted alludes to the 

king of Babylon (Isa 14:12-15). 

13. V24. Sodom was the prototypical city of Sin (Gen 18-19).  The Las Vegas of antiquity.  The 

judgment of Sodom is recorded in the OT (Gen 18:22-19:29).  We ought not to fall for the 

common error that all sins are equally bad in God’s sight.  It is true that the smallest sin 

                                                 

2 NKJV Life Application Study Bible, 1699.  Fn. 11:21-24. 
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makes a person guilty of breaking God’s Law and thus deserving of hell.3  But that does not 

mean that one sin is as guilty as the next.  According to God’s Law, there are degrees of 

punishment that fit the crime.4 

Quotation: “Among all the aggravations of our sins, there is none more heinous than the 

frequent hearing of our duty.” ~ Bishop Seth Ward of the Church of England 

14. V25. “These things” refers to the message and activities of the kingdom of heaven: the 

gospel of repentance, and salvation.  These things require faith, humility, and repentance to 

grasp.  The contrast between the wise/understanding and little children is not one of 

education.  The “wise and understanding” are those who are wise in their own (and the 

world’s) eyes.  They are stubborn, arrogant, and unfaithful, which explains their refusal to 

repent.  In context they are the teachers of the law and the Pharisees—those who believe they 

can (and have) earned God’s favor by their good works.  The “little children” are those who 

are simple in faith, receiving Jesus and his message gladly and with a repentant heart—those 

who realize they can only be saved by God’s grace alone, and put their trust in Christ.  In 

context they are the humble disciples to whom he will reveal himself and his truth.  They are 

those who are weary and heavy laden, weighed down with their sin and guilt in this life, 

trying with their feeble efforts to rid themselves of the burden of sin they carry.  Human 

wisdom and understanding is irrelevant and powerless regarding knowing God (1 Cor 1:26-

31).  The Pharisees and teachers of the law assumed that their access to God was guaranteed 

by their biblical knowledge and adherence to the law of God.  They thought knowledge and 

obedience led to salvation, and they were pretty proud of themselves!  Jesus’ disciples must 

approach God completely different.  Disciples must approach God through Christ in 

repentance and faith with a childlike attitude, expecting God to love us and accept us.  Not 

because we deserve it, but only for the sake of the cross (Mt 21:15-16).  Notice the contrast 

between the spoiled children of the parable in Matthew 11:16-19, and the humble and 

submissive children in this verse.  The former is chastised; the latter is praised. 

Jesus praises God for his hiding and revealing the things of salvation (cf. Isa 29:14; Dan 

2:19-23). 

15. V26. The way things are turning out—the wise and understanding rejecting Jesus, but the 

“little children” coming to him—is exactly according to the will of the Father.  God is 

sovereign over the salvation of men! 

16. Vv27-30.  These verses constitute another kind of “hard saying” of Jesus.  Even those who 

repent and turn to Christ will wear his yoke!  Turning to Jesus as Savior will not allow 

anyone to avoid him as Lord.  Jesus is the boss.  He is the master.  We are his servants, even 

if we turn to him in repentance and faith.  But this is a gentle “hard saying.”  Yes, Jesus is 

                                                 

3 WSC 84: What doth every sin deserve? Every sin deserveth God's wrath and curse, both in this life, and that which 

is to come. (Eph 5:6; Gal 3:10; Lam 3:39; Mt 25:41) 

4 WSC 83: Are all transgressions of the law equally heinous? Some sins in themselves, and by reason of several 

aggravations, are more heinous in the sight of God than others. (Ezek 8:6, 13, 15; 1 Jn 5:16; Ps 78:17, 32, 56) 

http://books.google.com/books?id=J1ZHAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA124&lpg=PA124&dq=%22Among+all+the+aggravations+of+our+sins,+there+is+none+more+heinous+than+the+frequent+hearing+of+our+duty.%22&source=bl&ots=ExRzaJeOp5&sig=W0TIwiztlcHfdnZKfZGYdlzVUJU&hl=en&sa=X&ei=9dcTUqGwBpLS9ASm0IHQAg&ved=0CDEQ6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q=%22Among%20all%20the%20aggravations%20of%20our%20sins%2C%20there%20is%20none%20more%20heinous%20than%20the%20frequent%20hearing%20of%20our%20duty.%22&f=false
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Lord and Master of everyone—believer and unbeliever.  But his yoke is easy and his burden 

is light when we willingly submit to him.  Believers are under his yoke (which in a sense is 

hard because we are not free from obedience to God), but life is only blessed when lived 

under his yoke.  He shares it with us, which is why his yoke is easy and not burdensome.  

Because he works alongside us bearing the heavy burden, we find rest submitting to him by 

working alongside him.  Jesus is the Lord and Master who gives us knowledge of God and 

soulful rest.  That is where all the “hard sayings” of Jesus point.  They may appear unduly 

hard on the near side of serving him, but on the far side they lead to knowing God and 

finding the rest for which our souls yearn.  In the final analysis, the “hard sayings” of Jesus 

are only hard when we resist the yoke of Christ.  But when we give up resistance and submit 

to his lordship over our lives, the hard sayings begin to seem easier and lighter.  Isn’t that a 

picture of God’s grace in salvation? 

17. V27. Jesus clearly understands that he has a unique relationship with the Father (Jn 10:14-15; 

14:6-7; 15:23-24; 16:15; 17:25-26).  He claims no one really knows the Son (himself) except 

the heavenly Father, and that no one really knows who the Father is except Jesus (the Son).  

In the OT, to “know” someone implies intimate relationship, not mere knowledge about a 

person.  But the relationship between the Father and Son does not remain exclusive (although 

it remains unique as the only begotten Son of God), for Jesus chooses to reveal the Father to 

the “little children” so that they actually know the Father!  What are the “all things” of which 

Jesus speaks?  Probably everything necessary to understand and fulfill his messianic mission 

to bring salvation to those who will know the Father through the revelation of Christ.  All 

power and dominion have been committed to the Son of Man by the Father (Dan 7).  Could 

the historical Jesus actually have said these things?  Some modernist scholars have argued 

that Jesus couldn’t have made such claims about himself, suggesting that these words in 

Matthew’s gospel are a later tradition and Hellenistic in origin.  But research into the 

language of forms used in this verse demonstrate that they are certainly Jewish in origin, 

showing that Jesus certainly could have said these things.  In fact, the biblical witness is an 

authentic and God-inspired portrayal of the historical Jesus as he was.  Yes, Jesus of Nazareth 

really did make these claims.  To say otherwise is to argue in a circle. 

Notice again the sovereignty of God in salvation.  Only those whom the Son chooses to 

reveal the Father will know the Father.  Salvation is not to him who wills, or him who runs, 

but to God who shows mercy (Rom 9:16).  Understanding the ways of God is not be 

cleverness, but by revelation. 

18. Vv28-30.  Jesus uses three active verbs instructing us what we must do.  “Come” to him.  

“Take” his yoke upon you.  “Learn” from him.  “Come” and “Take” reflect the conversion of 

a sinner to Jesus (cf. Jn 6:35), encompassing knowledge, assent, and trust.  They are the 

entrance into salvation and the joy of the Christian life.  “Learn” reflects the continuation of 

the Christian in the life of faith.  Learning who to trust, what to believe, and how to obey.  

Learning is a process. 

19. V28. Here Jesus begins to offer the antidote to the unbelief of the cities he had just 

denounced.  Whereas the wise and understanding (the Pharisees and religious leaders) said 

“Do!” urging the people to take up the yoke of the law and the pharisaical legalism 

surrounding it; Jesus in contrast says “Come!”  “Come to me” means to believe in Jesus, not 
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just believe things about Jesus.  Saving faith comprises knowledge, assent, and trust.  The 

“trust” aspect of saving faith is fulfilled by coming to Jesus personally.  Those who labor and 

are heavy laden are under the yoke of the legalistic system of works righteousness and 

salvation by faith after all you can do.  In other words, you are admitted to the club of the 

righteous by faith, but you must maintain your membership by your works.  The effect is 

salvation by faith first, then works.  This is a heavy burden that requires crushing and never-

ending labor, while providing no joy or rest in the grace of God.  The rest that Jesus promises 

is eternal rest, the “rest” of salvation from the soul-destroying and guilt-inducing treadmill of 

works righteousness (Ex 33:14; Ps 95:11; Jer 6:16; Heb 4:1-11).  Trust in Jesus, rather than 

the accumulation of your good works.  Jesus saves if you trust in him; your good works will 

condemn you if you trust in them.  One gives eternal and satisfying rest.  The other eternal 

and frustrating restlessness.  Jesus shows his grace and compassion by calling to the weary 

and burdened to come and find rest in him.  This is who God is (WLC 172). 

Application: What kinds of burdens does Jesus have in mind that he will free us from?  Sin, 

excessive demands of religion or religious leaders (self-imposed or not; Mt 23:4; Acts 15:10), 

oppression and persecution, and weariness in search of God.  Are you weary and heavy laden 

with any or all of these burdens?  There is hope in the Lord whose yoke is easy and whose 

burden is light. 

Illustration: Christian in Pilgrim’s Progress who lost his “burden” at the foot of the cross. 

Quotation: “How cheering and comfortable are these words! Unrest is one great 

characteristic of the world. Hurry, vexation, failure, disappointment, stare us in the face on 

every side. But here is hope. There is an ark of refuge for the weary, as truly as there was for 

Noah's dove. There is rest in Christ, rest of conscience, and rest of heart, rest built on pardon 

of all sin, rest flowing from peace with God.” ~ J.C. Ryle 

20. V29. The yoke was an agricultural tool used to join two animals (usually oxen) for pulling 

heavy loads.  It was a heavy wooden harness that fit over the shoulders of the animals, 

binding them together so they were forced to work in unison.  In the OT the image of a yoke 

was commonly used to describe Israel’s submission to foreign oppressors (Lev 26:13; Isa 

10:24-27).  By the NT era the yoke had become a common metaphor for the law of God (i.e., 

for discipleship), which Judaism bore and crushed people who sought to keep it (and all the 

various Pharisaical accretions) in their own strength (Mt 23:4; Acts 15:10).  The Jewish 

rabbis viewed the law’s yoke, representing the sum-total of all the law’s obligations, as 

difficult yet joyful (“Stop complaining, it’s good for you!”), and the people viewed the yoke 

of law as a divine mandate but found no joy in it.  Jesus transformed the metaphor, not 

offering independence, but promising to make his yoke easy and light for those who were 

heavy burdened and would come to him in repentance and faith.  Jesus’ yoke brings rest, in 

contrast to the military yoke of subjection to foreign nations and the religious yoke imposed 

by religious leaders.  Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath.  He is the Good Shepherd who offers a 

personal relationship that is not less demanding (Mt 7:13-14), but it brings life.  The law 

could not bring life, neither was it designed to bring life.  Only Jesus is the life-giver.  To find 

his soulful rest is to obtain it (cf. Ex 33:12-14; Jer 6:16). 
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Application: Jesus invites you to exchange the sub-Christian and anti-Christian teaching and 

way of life to which you are yoked for his teaching and way of life.  He invites you to enter 

into a relationship with the most humble and gentle teacher.  The rest he gives brings peace 

of mind and heart (Ps 125:1; Isa 26:3; 43:2; Jn 14:27; 16:33; Rom 5:1), and assurance of 

salvation (2 Cor 5:1; 2 Tim 1:12; 4:7-8; 2 Pet 1:10-11). 

21. V30. Jesus still has us wear a yoke, but it is easy, not burdensome (1 Jn 5:3).  His yoke is 

well-fitting, and comes from a master who is gentle, humble in heart, and who gives rest to 

the weary.  When Jesus calls us to wear his yoke he means that we ought to accept his 

teaching, namely, that a person is saved by simply trusting in him, instead of obedience of the 

legalistic rules and regulations of the rabbis.  We will all wear a yoke in life.  Doesn’t it make 

sense to take the one that fits us best, the one designed by our loving Creator and Redeemer?  

The rest he gives is very different than our culture’s view of Saturday (“I’m working for the 

weekend!”) or even of retirement (“I’ve earned R&R 24/7!”).  “The rest that Jesus promises 

is love, healing, and peace with God, not the end of all labor.  A relationship with God 

changes meaningless, wearisome toil into spiritual productivity and purpose.”5 

Quotation: “It is a yoke that is lined with love.  Such is the nature of all Christ’s commands, 

all summed up in one word, and that a sweet word, love.  It may be a little hard at first, but it 

is easy afterwards; the love of God and the hope of heaven will make it easy…As afflictions 

abound, and are prolonged, consolations abound, and are prolonged too.” ~ Matthew Henry, 

Commentary, p. 1263. 

Application: Anyone who has tried the yokes of good works, religious deeds, or rule-keeping 

knows the dangers of such an approach to pleasing God (Rom 8:15a).  (1) Unshakable 

Doubt: these yokes cannot provide certainty that God approves of you and has forgiven your 

sin.  How can you know you’ve been good enough, or kept all the rules, or performed enough 

good works to turn God’s attention away from your sins?  At this first stage you notice the 

yoke becoming heavy.  It is a great burden.  (2) Gripping Fear: the path of performance, of 

relying on your ability to do the right thing eventually leads to fear.  If you cannot be certain 

that God loves you and has saved you once and for all, then the woes Jesus pronounced over 

Bethsaida, Chorazin, and Capernaum may apply to you.  What a horrible thought!  At this 

second stage you redouble your efforts to bear the yoke but eventually run out of energy, 

collapsing under the weight of the burden.  It is now a crushing burden.  (3) Hopeless 

Despair: these yokes promise positive self-esteem, righteousness, and blessing but because 

they cannot deliver they will eventually paralyze you emotionally, mentally, and spiritually.  

They will lead you to give up on yourself, on God, and cry “Woe is me!”  At this third and 

last stage, you realize that you lack the strength and motivation to get up and try again.  

You’ve lost all hope of helping yourself.  The false gospel that once excited you into living to 

please God with your performance (“God helps those who help themselves”) now sounds 

cruel and hateful—a burden too great to overcome.  Your burden that seemed manageable, 

but then became heavy and later crushing, is now killing you.  All who have come to this 

place of despair, weary and heavy laden, are ready for a new kind of yoke.  One from Jesus.  

                                                 

5 NKJV Life Application Bible, 1700. Fn. 11:28-30. 
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One not tied to your own performance for God’s approval.  One that is light.  One that 

promises and gives rest for the soul.  That is the gospel. 

Quotation: “What [Jesus] is really saying is that simple trust in him and obedience to his 

commands out of gratitude for the salvation already imparted by him is delightful.  It brings 

peace and joy.  The person who lives this kind of life is no longer a slave.  He has become 

free.  He serves the Lord spontaneously, eagerly, enthusiastically.  He is doing what he (the 

“new man” in him) wants to do.  On the contrary, the attempt to save oneself by means of 

scrupulous adherence to all the artificial rules and arbitrary regulations superimposed upon 

the law by scribes and Pharisees spells slavery.  It produces wretchedness and despair.” ~ 

William Hendriksen, Commentary on Matthew, p. 505. 
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8 Sermon References 

Leviticus 26:13  13 I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, that you should not be their slaves. And I have broken the 
bars of your yoke and made you walk erect. 

Acts 15:10   10 Now, therefore, why are you putting God to the test by 
placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we 
have been able to bear? 

Joel 3:4-6  "What are you to me, O Tyre and Sidon, and all the regions of 
Philistia? Are you paying me back for something? If you are paying me 
back, I will return your payment on your own head swiftly and speedily.  5 
For you have taken my silver and my gold, and have carried my rich 
treasures into your temples.  6 You have sold the people of Judah and 
Jerusalem to the Greeks in order to remove them far from their own border. 

Isaiah 3:8-9   For Jerusalem has stumbled, and Judah has fallen, because 
their speech and their deeds are against the LORD, defying his glorious 
presence.  9 For the look on their faces bears witness against them; they 
proclaim their sin like Sodom; they do not hide it. Woe to them! For they 
have brought evil on themselves. 

Ezekiel 8:6, 13, 15   6 And he said to me, "Son of man, do you see what 
they are doing, the great abominations that the house of Israel are 
committing here, to drive me far from my sanctuary? But you will see still 
greater abominations."  13 He said also to me, "You will see still greater 
abominations that they commit."  15 Then he said to me, "Have you seen 
this, O son of man? You will see still greater abominations than these." 

John 16:33   33 I have said these things to you, that in me you may have 
peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have 
overcome the world." 

2 Peter 1:10-11  10 Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent to make 
your calling and election sure, for if you practice these qualities you will 
never fall.  11 For in this way there will be richly provided for you an 
entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 




