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Today we find Jesus again in conversation with a crowd.  And, in his own way, he 
is telling the crowd something they need to know about themselves.  "But to what 
will I compare this generation? [Jesus asks] It is like children sitting in the 
marketplaces and calling to one another, 'We played the flute for you, and you did 
not dance; we wailed, and you did not mourn.'  For John came neither eating nor 
drinking, and they say, 'He has a demon'; the Son of Man came eating and 
drinking, and they say, 'Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors 
and sinners!' Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds." (Matthew 11:16-19)   

The people, Jesus is saying, are like little children playing games by rote.  They 
are slavishly following rules they have long ago forgotten the reason for, it they 
ever knew it.  And they don’t know what to make of Jesus.  They are dismayed 
and confused that Jesus won’t play their games.  He doesn’t seem to care about 
their rules.  He doesn’t cry when the world plays a dirge; he won’t do the steps 
when the world plays a happy tune on the flute.  Jesus is just not dancing to the 
world’s music. 

Jesus is also saying that the people are stubbornly resisting every effort to get 
them to open their eyes and be free from the rules imposed by society.  John the 
Baptist tried, but the people didn’t listen.  John didn’t eat or drink, and everybody 
dismissed him by saying he must have a demon.  Jesus will eat and drink with 
anyone, sinners included, but people don’t listen to him either.  They say he’s a 
glutton and a drunkard – he’s just not spiritual enough by the world’s definition.  
But Jesus isn’t concerned, because, “wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.”  
Whether the world’s way is right, or Jesus’s way is, will be proven by the kind of 
life that results. 

I think most of us can identify with the stress associated with the expectations that 
the world imposes on us.  It starts very early on with our need to fit in – to be 
among the “cool” kids, to have the right toys.  We live in a time and a place where 
society is constantly and clearly communicating rules about the content of a life 
well-lived.  What constitutes “achievement.”  What “success” means, and what we 
have to be prepared to do to get it.  What we need to be happy.  What we must 
possess, or do, or look like, to be people the world thinks are worthy of admiration, 
and respect and friendship.  And we all, at times, dance to the world’s music.  We 
often do it even when we don’t particularly like the tune the world is playing.  
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The Apostle Paul is someone who could identify with this.  Paul was aware not 
only of the burdens that society places on us, but also of the burdens we place on 
ourselves.  In today’s reading of Paul’s letter to the Romans we see a person in 
conflict.  Paul loves God.  And loving God means striving to do God’s will on earth.  
Yet, Paul admits that he so often fails.  Paul wrote: “I do not understand what I do. 
For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.   As it is, it is no longer I 
myself who do it, but it is sin living in me.  I know that nothing good lives in me, 
that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot 
carry it out.  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to 
do-- this I keep on doing.” (Romans 7:15, 17-19) 

Isn’t that an extraordinary thing for Paul to admit to!  This is really uncharacteristic 
of Paul!  This side of the revered Christian Apostle Paul is so disturbing to some 
people that many scholars have tried to argue that Paul cannot possibly be 
speaking of himself in the present tense here.  They say he must be talking about 
his life before he came to know Christ.  Unfortunately, there is really no evidence 
in the text to support that position.  And I’m glad because I want to believe that 
Paul is speaking about difficulties in his life as a follower of Christ.  I want to 
believe that he is, for the simple reason that I want to feel that I’m not the only 
Christian who has a tough time doing what he knows is right. 

How about you?  Can you sympathize with Paul’s inner struggles?  Paul is 
affirming that deep down inside, he really wants to live the way God wants him to, 
but his “flesh,” his earthly self, is in bondage to sin.  He is subject to all kinds of 
competing pressures.  And his problem is our problem. It is one of the basic facts 
of the human condition -- we are conflicted.  The classic struggle between what is 
right and what is wrong is not simply an abstract intellectual debate, but an inner, 
personal battle for us all. 

We can feel Paul’s despair as he struggles with the burden of his own sinfulness.  
He writes, “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of 
death?” (Romans 7:24)  And, as if in answer, Jesus offers his prescription in the 
reading from Matthew.  Jesus says, "Come to me, all you who are weary and 
burdened, and I will give you rest.  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.  For my yoke 
is easy and my burden is light." (Matthew 11:28-30)   

That’s it?  That’s the oxymoronic answer – easy yokes and light burdens.  If 
there’s a confusing and counterintuitive piece of advice in the whole Bible, that’s it, 
isn’t it? 

You know what yokes, are.  They’re the things that go over the necks of animals 
that spend their lives in backbreaking work.  Yokes convey images of the worst 
kind of toil and subservience, don’t they?  I remember seeing in one of my history 
books years ago about how the Romans used to make vanquished enemies “pass 
under the yoke,” a low bar of spears that made them stoop down and bow their 
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heads.  Going beneath the yoke was not only a humiliating act in and of itself.  But 
everyone who was made to do it understood that it was symbolic of passing from 
freedom into slavery.  We still use the term figuratively to refer to anything that is 
unjustly burdensome, like the “yoke of oppression.” 

I know a little something about oxen.  My grandfather used to have them on his 
farm.  I remember the yokes – those huge wooden collars that my sisters and I 
could just barely get off the ground with three of us lifting.  I remember the stick 
that my grandfather used to carry with him to help control the yoked oxen.  To 
make them, he used a piece of springy sapling about 3 feet long with a thin strip of 
leather attached to the end to use as a switch.  My sisters and I used to play a 
game when nobody was looking where we’d try to whip each other’s legs with 
them.  And I can tell you from experience, they hurt.  Each stick also had a point at 
one end that could be used to prod the oxen.  It wasn’t sharp enough to pierce 
their thick hides, but I can tell you it got their attention. 

And this is the stuff of Jesus’ prescription to the weary?  To give up our freedom, 
take a weight on our shoulders that’s almost impossible to lift, and be prodded and 
threatened until we go where Jesus wants us to?  That doesn’t sound either light, 
or easy – and certainly not restful.  But you know, I would dare say that that’s a 
pretty fair description of how some people view the life of a Christian.  And if that’s 
the image that you think Jesus intends when he talks about taking on his yoke, we 
should look again. 

The first place to look is in the dictionary.  The first definition of “yoke” that you will 
find in just about any dictionary is “a device for joining together a pair of draft 
animals, usually oxen.”  It comes from an Old English word of Germanic origin, 
from verb that means “to join.”  So despite the fact that “yoke” has come to be 
used figuratively to refer to an oppressive burden, a yoke is not primarily a means 
of putting a burden on the neck of one animal.  It is a way of joining two animals so 
that they can work together.  Remember that oxen are yoked together in teams.  
They work together to bear the load.  Yoked together, they have a shared goal and 
purpose.   

You see, when Jesus asks us to wear his yoke, he isn’t saying, “Here, take the 
weight of my commandments to carry on your back, and don’t worry about staying 
on the right path because I’ll be right behind you with this sharp stick, to make sure 
you do.”  Jesus was saying this: “Come and share my yoke.  Be teamed with me.  
And don’t worry about the difficulty of the work.  Don’t worry about the burden of 
your sin, or the weight of the problems in your life, or the pressures of the world’s 
expectations.  I am humble in heart, and I am going to bear them with you.”  Jesus 
isn’t giving us a new load to carry.  Jesus is offering to take the one we already 
have onto his shoulders, too. 

But Jesus doesn’t ask us just to take his yoke.  There’s another part to the 
invitation: learn from me.   It might not be obvious how putting on Jesus’ yoke has 
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anything to do with learning, but the team of oxen give us some insight here, too.  
A young ox who is ready to be put to work doesn’t receive any training 
beforehand.  But a new ox is always teamed with a stronger and older ox.  The 
young ox doesn’t learn anything from the man with the stick.  In fact, it pays no 
attention at all to the man with the stick.  It knows what to do from following 
alongside its more experienced partner.  It learns from mirroring the actions of the 
ox that knows what it’s doing.  There’s a little bumping around for a while, in the 
beginning.  But what better way to learn, than closely joined to and working in 
tandem with a master.  

To be honest, when Jesus said his yoke was “easy,” he didn’t mean it would be 
effortless.  Even though just about any translation of the Bible you will find says, 
“easy,” Jesus probably means that it fits well.  It is not too tight or too loose, and 
there are no sharp edges.  Jesus still asks us to do hard work. He wants us to do 
difficult things like earnestly striving to resist the temptations of the world and our 
own lesser selves.  He asks us to look honestly into our own souls.  He asks us to 
go places we’d rather not go.  But He promises that being yoked to Him will never 
be as difficult as bearing alone the burdens the world places on us, or the ones 
that we place on ourselves. 

The ongoing battle between his sinful nature and his desire to follow Christ that 
Paul so poignantly reports today, and our own personal struggles – all the ways 
we dance to the music that the world plays for us whether the world is right or not 
– point us toward a simple truth.  In this life, we all ultimately choose to yoke 
ourselves to something.  The only question is: to what? 

 


