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“Like Children in the Market Places” — July 9, 2017
Matt 11:16–19, 25–30

16 “But to what will I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in the market-places and calling to one another, 17 ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did not mourn.’

18“For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’; 19the 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” . . . .
25 At that time Jesus said, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants; 26yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. 27All things have been handed over to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.

28 “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. 29Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.30For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”


The meaning of the first part of today’s Gospel reading may not be obvious, but if we give it our careful attention it will reward us. First, listen for Jesus’ tone. It is critical and a bit sarcastic. Jesus is saying that they are flighty, like children. They’re constantly changing their minds about what they want.
They don’t know whether they want their teachers to be ascetic or not. That’s what the “eating and drinking” is talking about. Asceticism entails fasting and self-denial, so it’s serious religious business. I think that gives us our first hint as to whom Jesus is addressing; he seems to be talking to the nation’s religious leaders.

He says if they had been honest ascetics they would have accepted John, but they did not. If they had been honest non-ascetics, they would have appreciated the Son of Man, who came “eating and drinking,” who attended wedding parties and feasts, and told parables about them, too. But they would not listen to Jesus, either. In fact, they slandered him, calling him a drunkard. This shows their dishonesty. They just thoughtlessly throw out accusations. They’re frivolous.
What is the real reason they turned away? Verse 17 shows us: “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance.” In other words, neither you nor John would dance to our tune! We’re into power; we want control, and you won’t give it to us!
It starts to dawn on the reader that Jesus is really addressing the Sadducees, the Jerusalem priests. They control the Jerusalem religious system, but Jesus says they are shallow and insincere, just playing a power game. They want a show of religion; no more. Although they claim to follow the Books of Moses, the first five books of the Bible—the only books they accept—they actually don’t want truth at all.
What does it really matter how religiously orthodox you are, if your hearts are full of greed, and your actions are full of violence? If you are morally careless, then you are not as religiously serious as you think you are.
Who has really listened to the Word of God, according to Jesus? It’s the honest and uneducated people. Those are the “infants.” He says God and the Son will reveal themselves to those who are open-minded.

Jesus is not affirming ignorance, but is making a contrast between the sincerity of the supposed infants and the hypocrisy of the supposedly wise religious authorities. We need to be ready to receive truth like a baby receiving milk. It is probably true that most of us are babies, spiritually. It is the sincerity and receptivity of the infant that Jesus is recommending. 

We need to be infants to God. Jesus is not talking about being mentally infantile, or about being an easy victim out there in the cruel world, but about being sincere with God, so that we can receive what God is giving. 

He is attacking unserious religion, and affirming honest religion, represented by the metaphor of infants, and also by his reference to Wisdom. He says “Wisdom is vindicated by her deeds” (11:19). Wisdom is not fooled by human posturing; Wisdom is Godly. Wisdom both comes from, and leads to a love of truth and goodness; it comes from sincerity, joy, and kindness; and it leads to more sincerity, joy, and kindness. 

Where has God produced sincerity, joy, and kindness in your life? First, in what ways do you value honesty and sincerity? Maybe you have certain heroes whom you admire; I have had them, at different times in my life. Second, how and where in your life do you appreciate God’s beauty? That will be your source of joy, of serenity. I see beauty in certain people, in their graciousness, but I also see it in nature, in the birds.

And third, do you study and love goodness? Then you will have kindness. These three qualities—sincerity, joy, and kindness—are evidence of God’s truth, beauty, and goodness in your life. Sincerity shows the presence of truth. Joy shows the perception of beauty. Kindness shows the activity of goodness in the human heart.

You don’t have to possess these things in perfect fullness. It is not perfection, but perfection hunger, that admits you to the kingdom. Remember where Jesus said “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled” (Matt 5:6)? So be hungry! You have to be hungry for God to start filling you. 
Don’t be like those who think they have no need to learn anything new. Go ahead and ask for new wisdom. Let’s state the same point with a different image: only those who know they “need a physician” will get help from the Great Physician, who is Jesus. 

Some people think that being needy before God will make them look needy and vulnerable before people. But it can have the opposite effect, making you strong before people. The early Quakers were said to quake before God, but to quake before no man. So you—be an infant before God. Have the courage to admit your neediness to God.

If you are weary and heavy laden with anxiety . . . with woundedness . . . with vulnerability, come to Jesus. He, too, was wounded, was vulnerable, was worried—actually, worried about his fellow Jews, not about himself. He knew what it was like to be disrespected, to be misunderstood by his family, to have nowhere to lay his head, and to see his friends unfairly criticized. But he conquered the world with faith. Let him release you from fear. Let him lighten your burden.

When he says his yoke is easy and his burden is light, he probably means that his way emphasizes forgiveness rather than judgment: perfection hunger rather than achieved perfection.

He says he will give you rest, release. That implies you’ve been working. “Rest” was an important word in religious thought in those days, partly because of the long hours that people worked. Rest was an important aspect of heaven for them.
Let Jesus operate on you. Let Wisdom work on you. Let divinity rub off on you. Second Peter says God has promised that you “may become partakers of the divine nature” (1:4). Let God do that work. Did you make a decision to do your best, to be studious and kind? Now let God do the rest. Release the burden of being judgmental, of always having to be better than other people. I’m guessing you’ve already let go of frivolity and insincerity. You’re here because you need God, as I do.

So give thanks if you need help in this work, need to be more studious, more kind, more focused, more confident. Give thanks if you need Wisdom, if you need Jesus. He is here. He is our Wisdom (1 Cor 1:30).
