July 6th, 2008, Sermon:  “Jesus is our Rest!”
( Texts:  1st Corinthians 1:18-31;  Hebrews 4:1-11, 14-16;  Matthew  11:25-30 )

************************************************************************
     I once heard a statistic that Americans work more hours per week that most other cultures in the world.  Let’s face it, there’s a lot of work to do and sometimes we end up feeling weary and burdened.  

     Not only do we have to work for a living so that we can pay the bills.  On top of that, there’s work to do at home, at church and in the community.  We also may have friends and family who are in need and require our time and attention.  Sometimes we wonder if we will ever have time for adequate rest.  Will the work ever end?  Can we ever heave a sigh of relief and say:  “It is finished!”
     In our Gospel reading Jesus says:  “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  Sounds wonderful!  But what does Jesus mean?  If we want to know what these words of Jesus mean for us today, we’ll have to examine His words in their context from Matthew chapter 11.  Once we understand what Jesus means by these words we will then be able to apply them to our lives today.  With that said, let’s examine our Gospel which appears at the end of Matthew chapter 11.

     At the beginning of our Gospel reading Jesus says:  “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.  Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure.”  What is Jesus teaching us here?

     First, we need to note the three words that appear before Jesus’ statement: “At that time…”  At what time?  If you examine the context you will find Jesus had just finished rebuking the crowds of Jewish people who had rejected His teaching.  Why did they reject Jesus teaching?  Because His teaching did not appeal to their reason nor did His teaching seem relevant to their lives.

     Now, in response to their prideful attitudes, Jesus says:  “I praise you, Father … because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.”  Let’s define some terms here.  When Jesus says “these things” He is speaking about His teaching – which included the message that we are all guilty sinners who deserve God’s wrath because we have rebelled against His will.  Therefore, we must repent and trust in Jesus - the Son of God who was born to save His people from their sins.  In other words, “these things” is the teaching that God gives us forgiveness and eternal life through faith in Jesus.  

    Sadly, the “wise and learned” people of Jesus’ day did not receive these gifts because they thought that Jesus’ teaching was foolishness.  The “wise and learned” had their own ideas and opinions about God, sin and salvation - and Jesus’ teaching did not sit well with them.

    Well, Jesus thanks His Father for not affirming such evil behavior.  The “wise and learned” don’t want Jesus?  Then they won’t get Jesus.  But the “little children” will get Jesus and all His gifts!  

     Now, who are the “little children?”  Not merely the infants and toddlers.  By “little children” Jesus also means any adult who despairs of his or her own wisdom and humbly accepts the teaching of Jesus as the Truth that saves us. In other words, those who confess their sins and trust in Jesus as their Savior will get the “rest” that only God can give.  Now, what is this “rest” that Jesus gives us?  We’ll get to that in a bit.
     For now, listen to what Jesus says next:  “All things have been committed to me by my Father.  No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”  What does this mean?

     First, Jesus here clearly teaches that He is no ordinary man.  Even though Jesus is fully human, made like us in every way – except without sin - Jesus is also equal with the Father.  Only the Son knows the Father, and so the only way for sinners to be reconciled to the Father is through His Son, Jesus.

     But what does Jesus mean when He says “All things have been committed to me by my Father?”  Simply put, Jesus is stressing that He didn’t stop being fully God when He became human and was born of the Virgin Mary.  All things have been committed to Jesus even when He walked this earth in human flesh.  This means that Jesus is fully God! 

     So, when Jesus says “All things have been committed to me by my Father” He is stressing that He is God in human flesh.  However, the “wise and learned” thought that this teaching was foolishness.  In contrast, the “little children” who believe that Jesus is who He says He is, such as these are able to come to the Father through faith in Jesus.

     Now we’re ready to consider the meaning of these words of Jesus:  “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  So, who are the “weary and burdened” and what kind of “rest” does Jesus want to give them?

     Well, even though we all long for PHYSICAL rest, that’s not the kind of rest that Jesus is talking about.  Instead, Jesus is talking about SPIRITUAL rest.  When the Holy Spirit works through God’s Word to convict us of sin and reconcile us to the Father through His Son, Jesus, we can then rest in the forgiveness, teaching and eternal life that God gives us.
     You see, Jesus knows that we were created to live forever in a love relationship with God.  However, the reason the world is in the mess that it is; the reason that life can often be such an exhausting drudgery is that we sinners try to find rest apart from faith in God and His Word.  A famous Christian teacher from the 4th Century named St. Augustine once said:  “You, O God, have created us for Yourself; therefore our heart is restless until is rests in You.”
     In Jesus’ day many Jewish people were “weary and burdened” because they had been taught by their “wise and learned” leaders that they had to earn God’s love by their faithful obedience.  In other words, they were taught that salvation from sin and death and the hope of being loved by God was based their performance and obedience of God’s Laws.

     But this false teaching was a burden that was heavy to bear because most people were honest enough to admit that no matter how hard they tried to obey God’s Law, they still fell short of perfection.  Many people knew that they daily sinned against God by thought, word and deed.  They lived in constant fear of God’s present and eternal wrath – and the only comfort the “wise and learned” Jewish leaders gave them was this:  “Try harder to be more like us, and maybe God will love you one day, too!”

     In Matthew chapter 23 Jesus says the following about the Jewish leaders:  “They tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them.”  In other words, the Jewish leaders failed to teach that salvation is by grace through the work of Jesus.

     In contrast, Jesus says:  “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for our souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  What does Jesus mean here?

     Well, first we have to know what Jesus means by “yoke.”  In Jesus’ day a yoke was placed over two oxen or other beasts of burden so they could work together to accomplish a particular task.  So, what is the “yoke” that Jesus wants to place on us?  Jesus’ yoke is His teaching.  That’s why Jesus says:  “…learn from Me.”
     In other words, don’t join yourselves to false teachers whose foolish opinions will burden you all the way to hell.  Instead, Jesus says that we should join ourselves to Him because His teaching not only condemns our sins and teaches the right way to live.  Even more, Jesus’ teaching points us to the cross and resurrection where Jesus dealt with our burden of sin and guilt and conquered death so that we might live in God’s love forever.

     A famous Christian named St. Bernard once said:  “What can be lighter than a burden which unburdens us and a yoke which bears its bearer?”  Also, regarding our Gospel reading, Martin Luther once said:  “Christ’s burden does not oppress but makes light and itself bears rather than is borne.”  

     Did you hear those wonderful quotes?  Jesus takes our burden of sin and guilt and He bears it for us.  This teaching of Jesus is His “yoke” that is easy.  This teaching of Jesus is His “burden” that is light. 
     Now, this doesn’t mean that we get to live as we please and Christ will still carry us to heaven.  In fact, if we despise God’s will for our lives we thereby reject His rest because His rest includes living in the way that God intends us to live. Therefore, those who reject God’s will and cling to their sin are running away from God and excluding themselves from His rest.
     We heard about this sad behavior in our second reading from Hebrews.  Some of God’s Old Testament people rejected God’s Word and refused to turn from their sin.  As a result, they excluded themselves from God’s rest.

     On the other hand, broken sinners who are burdened by the guilt of their sin and who long for mercy from God and who desire the strength to live according to His good will – such “little children” have true rest in Jesus.   That’s why our reading from Hebrews says:  “Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest,…”

     But how do we enter God’s rest?  The Holy Spirit uses the living and active Word of God to judge the thoughts and attitudes or our hearts so that we might stop trying to find rest in our sin and instead find rest in Jesus, our Great High Priest, who was made like us in every way – except without sin – so that He could offer Himself as an atoning sacrifice in our place.  
     Through faith in this Jesus we can approach God’s throne of grace and find rest.  In other words, Jesus gives us the rest that we truly need.  Jesus gives us forgiveness of sin and eternal life in God’s love.

     So, now we know how our Gospel reading applies to our lives today.  Simply put, as much as we may long for physical rest in this exhausting world, our greatest need is really the SPIRITUAL rest that only Jesus can give us.

     In our culture today there are many “wise and learned” people who think that Jesus’ teaching is foolishness.  In our culture today there are many who reject the rest that God wants to give us and instead try to find rest in various false gods such as man-made religion, money, work, recreation, sex, drugs, food, popularity and the list goes on.
     We are sometimes guilty of being just like these “wise and learned” fools.  The Good News is that God has used His Word to make us into “little children” who find rest in Jesus and His teaching.

     As St. Augustine once said, we are restless until we find our rest in God.  We were created to live forever in a love relationship with God.  Our sin makes that rest impossible.  But God has done what is impossible for us.  Jesus has conquered our sinful foolishness.  Jesus has brought us back into a love relationship with His Father.  We are no longer restless souls.  

     Jesus lives as our Savior, and He says to you this morning:  “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  One day you will live in a perfect world where the stress, physical exhaustion and drudgery of this sinful world will no longer exist.  Until that day, rejoice in the fact that you have been given the rest that really matters.  You have been given Jesus.  Amen!

