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“Pulling Together”

Matthew 11:25-30

April 18, 2004


Jesus said, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me”. I’m a city kid, the only yoke I knew anything about was an egg yoke. And I figured eggs came from grocery stores. Just never thought about it. My first encounter with a yoke for farm animals was probably when I was a kid and while we were on vacation in the Smokies.


Did you know there is no such thing as a single yoke. As far as I can tell (remember I’m a city slicker) the thing a single horse or other beast of burden wears to pull things like a plow or cart is called a collar, or maybe a harness. A yoke is always designed for two. And I am told that when two animals are yoked together the owner of the animals always pairs a lead animal with a follower animal. So, when Jesus says, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me” he isn’t asking us to do something alone, and he isn’t asking us to lead. It’s Jesus’ yoke! He is the lead and invites us to pull alongside him.


Now that may seem obvious to some of you, but you might be surprised at how many people think that the Christian life is a “Lone Ranger” effort. It is not! Never was intended to be. When we “join up” with Jesus, when we accept his free gift of salvation from our sins then Jesus becomes our Savior. But that is only part of the deal. Salvation is something that happens once when in faith we believe that Jesus took our sins to the cross. Lordship is something all together different and happens every moment of every day for the rest of eternity.

In the King James version of the Bible the phrase “learn from me” is translated “learn of me”. Now actually the Greek preposition apo could be translated “from” or “of”, or maybe should be translated “from and of” me. When we hear the Good News we hear “of” what God has done to grant forgiveness of our sins. And when we put Jesus on the throne of our hearts, when he becomes Lord, then we begin to learn “from” Jesus. Savior is the beginning of a relationship, Lord is an ongoing, day to day, yoking with Jesus. As Lord he is the lead. Yoked to him we go where he leads, and we never go there alone.

Our reading for today is taken from the last few verses of chapter eleven. In the first fifteen verses Jesus is responding to John the Baptist’s disciples questions about his messiahship. In the center nine verses that follow Jesus laments the lack of response first John and now he is having from the towns of Galilee. He points out that God’s judgement will be greater on those who have heard the good news and rejected it than on those who never heard at all. He warns them that God responds more harshly to rejection than he does to ignorance.

That should make us sit up and take notice because Jesus is not talking about the kind of things we usually use as our measure of Christian success. Jesus is not talking about building bigger high-tech churches. Jesus is not talking about raising a lot of money for the cause. And he is certainly not talking about adding significantly more names to our roles. What Jesus is clearly talking about is discipleship, walking daily with Jesus, practicing his Lordship. We can be a great church by human standards, but if we are not yoked with Jesus allowing Jesus to lead, it counts for nothing in God’s books. The same goes for our individual relationships with Jesus. Lordship is everything!

And then, with that terrible warning still ringing in our ears, Jesus gives this beautiful, gracious invitation to join him. It is an open invitation for everyone. Its yet another opportunity to say yes to God’s gift of salvation. The only prerequisite is that to come and be yoked with Jesus you must realize and acknowledge your need to be yoked. That is what Jesus means when he invites those who are “weary and burdened”. When we come to acknowledge Jesus as our Savior and Lord what we are doing is saying that we are weary from trying and failing to be good and burdened by our attempts to lead our own way.

That may sound simple but to confess our failures and acknowledge our inability to guide ourselves can be a very difficult thing to do, especially when we feel in control. That is probably why the “wise and learned” of those cities in Galilee and the “wise and learned” of our fair city are so difficult to evangelize for Jesus. They don’t feel the need, they feel in control. “Little children” are those of us who know we are not in control and desperately need someone to save us and guide us.

Jesus is inviting you today to “take his yoke upon you”, to learn by walking along side him, to join him as he does the work of the Father. In Matthew 4:19 Jesus invites us to “follow him”. As we follow he sets the pace, he blazes the path, he clears the way. In Matthew 11:29 Jesus invites us to “learn from him and learn of him” as we apprentice ourselves with him. He guides us with his every present Spirit to learn directly from him, and he teaches us God’s ways through his word.

All of this so that we might “find rest for our souls”. Now, don’t make that phrase “rest for our souls” more than it is. Jesus is not saying that when we yoke ourselves with him that everything will be coming up roses. In fact Jesus is likely to go places, dragging us along, that we might not naturally choose to go. He might drag us across our lawn to talk to the neighbor about him. He might point the way to a week or two in some foreign country sweating and getting blisters and sharing his love. And a day won’t go by that he won’t remind us that time in his word and time with his Father is absolutely critical to the relationship.

And we can be sure that wherever Jesus goes Satan is sure to be somewhere close behind trying to spoil the going. Being yoked with Jesus is a guaranteed way of getting aquatinted with the devil. But Jesus promises that even though yoked with him we will find ourselves in unfamiliar territory, and sometimes decidedly unfriendly territory, being yoked with him is an easy thing. He makes it easy. He carries most of the burden for us, does most of the pulling.

“Rest for your souls?”. I think at least part of what Jesus is saying is that when we yoke ourselves with him we can put aside any concerns what-so-ever about our eternal destination. Our place in eternity is secured by his grace and authority. Heaven is our home. God is our Father. And nothing can separate us from that relationship. 

Jesus is the only rest we will ever need. Many of you here today are laboring onward, distressed at the burden on your back. No earthly master will lift that burden from you. Many will be glad to add to your burden. And most will ignore your burdens because they have burdens of their own. You need Jesus! He is the only one who can actually help you. Yoke yourself to Jesus and he will gladly help you carry those burdens, he will teach you true godliness, and lead you unerringly to eternal life in heaven with his Father. The invitation is there. What will you do? Amen.

