What is Jesus’ Yoke? — Matthew 11:25-30

Let’s Pray: Heavenly Father, we ask that as we come to your Word, that we would be able to
understand it well. That we would learn from it to put all our confidence in you alone. More
than this, we ask that through your holy Word, we would put to death our sinful nature more
and more each day, and offer ourselves to you as a living sacrifice, to the glory of your holy
name, through our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

As we continue our series on difficult questions for the Summer, we come to the question
of what means to exchange our burdens for Jesus’ yoke.

What is our main burden? How does it relate to the various burdens of our lives? What did
Jesus mean when he said his “yoke is easy” in comparison to the burdens that we receive
from this world or create for ourselves?

Let’s read Matthew 11:25-30 together:

2 At that time Jesus said, “l 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 is what you were pleased to do.

27¢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.

2“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and | will give you rest. 2° Take my yoke
upon you and learn from me, for | am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for
your souls. **For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”

This is the Word of the Lord.
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Whenever | hear this passage, my mind is immediately brought to one of the greatest
classics of English literature of all time, John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. The book was
first finished in 1678, and primarily written while Bunyan was putin in prison for preaching
outside the confines of the Anglican church, when that was illegal. His book was an early
bestseller, and it has remained popular since. When | worked in construction, | would listen
to an audiobook of it every year, | found it especially comforting on wet dreary days.

The story is an allegory of the Christian life, in the setting of a dream. It speaks of the main
character, Christian, on a journey to the celestial city. On Christian’s journey Bunyan

allegorizes how people generally come to faith and struggle with sin and despair, how they
relate to hypocrites, and false Christians. It is a classic work for a reason, and deserves to



be read more than once. Here is the section where the main character, Christian, loses his
burden, | think it is worth reading in full:
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Now | saw in my dream, that the highway up which Christian was to go, was fenced
on either side with a wall, and that wall was called Salvation (Isa. 26:1). Up this way,
therefore, did burdened Christian run, but not without great difficulty, because of
the load on his back.

He ran thus till he came at a place somewhat ascending; and upon that place stood
a cross, and a little below, in the bottom, a sepulchre. So | saw in my dream, that
just as Christian came up with the cross, his burden loosed from off his shoulders,
and fell from off his back, and began to tumble, and so continued to do till it came to
the mouth of the sepulchre, where it fell in, and | saw it no more.
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Then was Christian glad and lightsome, and said with a merry heart, “He hath given
me rest by his sorrow, and life by his death.” Then he stood still a while, to look and
wonder; for it was very surprising to him that the sight of the cross should thus ease
him of his burden. He looked, therefore, and looked again, even till the springs that
were in his head sent the waters down his cheeks (Zech. 12:10). Now as he stood
looking and weeping, behold, three Shining Ones came to him, and saluted him

with, “Peace be to thee.” So the first said to him, “Thy sins be forgiven thee,” (Mark
2:5); the second stripped him of his rags, and clothed him with change of raiment,
(Zech. 3:4); the third also set a mark on his forehead, (Eph. 1:13), and gave him a roll
with a seal upon it, which he bid him look on as he ran, and that he should give itin
at the celestial gate: so they went their way.

Itis important to see that Bunyan is not describing the main character, Christian, getting
saved when the burden loosens from his back. He had already accepted Christ’s sacrifice
on the cross for his salvation, and is on the path to the celestial city, heaven. But in this
image, Christian appreciates the significance of that sacrifice for his well-being.
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If we’re ok using technical language, while Jesus’ sacrifice had already dealt with his
forensic guilt, before he gazed at the cross, he still clung to his psychological guilt, pictured
as a burden on his back.

By forensic guilt, | mean the legal status of a person standing before God on judgement day,
guilty or righteous. As soon as Christian accepted Christ, he was “counted righteous” in



God'’s eyes, and no longer had forensic guilt. He was washed in the blood of the lamb, and
so declared innocent (as we talked about a few weeks ago).

However, as we all attest to, it is sometimes difficult to really appreciate what it means to
be forgiven in Christ. And so, we still feel the psychological guilt of our sin. This is a weight
of sinin our lives, pictured as a large burden on Christian’s back, that he is encumbered by
as he begins his way to the celestial city.

In a good sense, this psychological guilt is a recognition that we are often not living as God
wants us to, even after we come to faith. We should not feel good about that. Our sin
should make us uncomfortable. As people come to feel the need for salvation, the first
work of the Spirit in their lives is the sense that they need forgiveness for their sin. This is
the burden on our backs.

In a bad sense, we can cling to this burden, even after we have accepted Christ’s
forgiveness, because we don’t really believe that our sin is paid for. We can confuse our
forensic guilt, how we stand before God on judgement day, with our psychological guilt, our
own sense of the burden of our sin.

Sometimes that’s because we feel like we should suffer for our sin, so we can help pay for
it. Kind of like how | sometimes burn some cooking and feel like | have to eat it anyways, as
a kind of punishment. Similarly, we can hold the weight of guilt over ourselves so that we
suffer for our sin as a kind of sacrifice.

Other times we might have a disposition towards shame. Maybe we have been taught to be
ashamed of things that we shouldn’t be ashamed of, like not being very smart or good at
things others are, when these are simply natural limitations. We couldn’t help it, and we all
have different limitations, and, as we mentioned when speaking about fear, there is no sin
in being limited, that is how God created us. These too, can be a great burden.

In Bunyan’s story, it is only when Christian really looks at the cross that he is free from this
psychological burden. Itis Jesus’ objective sacrifice that frees us, and no work of our own.
Learning to look to the cross and accept forgiveness takes time. This is the ease of Jesus’
yoke.

With this in mind, let’s look at our passage.

If you scan to the beginning of the chapter, you will see our passage is the end of a section
in Matthew’s gospel where Jesus is speaking to a crowd who had gathered as he spoke to
John the Baptist’s disciples. John, Jesus’ cousin, was wanting to make sure that Jesus was
in fact the Messiah. Jesus speaks to the crowd about how just as they rejected the message
of John the Baptist, who was preparing his way, so they will also reject him.



At this time, Jesus had been travelling around, speaking and performing miracles, and he
has been opposed by the leadership, just as John was. Jesus especially condemns the
places where he was rejected.
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Jesus concludes his speech to the crowd by saying, “if the miracles that were performed in
you had been performed in Sodom, it would have remained to this day. 2*But | tell you that it
will be more bearable for Sodom on the day of judgment than for you.” God’s people Israel
have rejected Jesus, and so their judgement will be severe, worse than Sodom, and we all
know what happened there!

Our passage comes right after this strong rebuke. Here, Jesus seems to turn away from the
crowd and pray to the Father, but in a way that the crowd is able to hear him, kind of like
Jesus’ prayerin John 17.

Slide 10

In Jesus’ prayer, he begins by praising God for the universal nature of the gospel. He 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.”

The “wise and learned” are the religious leaders, who have been given God’s revelation
through their whole lives. And yet, in their sin, they have twisted it into something foreign to
what God desires of them. This is especially clear in how they reject Jesus, who is the
fulfillment of this revelation.
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On the other hand, “the little children” is likely a reference to the gentiles, who are eager to
now hear the gospel and come to know the one true God.

For us, this is a warning to those who think that knowing a lot about God is the most
important thing in knowing God. In the Pharisee’s case, knowing a lot about God and his
law, led them to heap up piles of extrabiblical rules. The Pharisees, in fear of breaking God’s
law, created all kinds of rules around the law so it wouldn’t be broken. In this they deeply
misunderstood the purpose of God’s law.

For instance, God commands in Exodus 23:19, “you shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk”
(A “kid” here is a young goat, and not a child by the way). Out of this the Pharisees created
all kind of kosher laws about not mixing dairy and meat at all, including separate pans,
plates, and waiting up to six hours between meals so that the two would not mix in the
stomach. Jesus opposed this kind of thing as missing the spirit of the law for the letter of it.



In our case, we might do the same kind of thing by tricking ourselves into thinking the
purpose of Christianity is to have the right answer to everything, and then in this we will
earn God’s favour. Or maybe we think if we just do our best, we can earn God’s favour. This
is the wrong way to approach God and his law. These kinds of things are what create
burdens on ourselves and others.

Of course, doing our best to follow God and learning a lot about him are good things, but
they do not earn your salvation. What matters most is coming to God in humility, accepting
your place before him. He is the giver and you the receiver. God’s law was intended to show
us our dependence on him. You are the creation and he the creator. This is the grace of the
gospel, and itis simple enough for a child to understand, but difficult enough that even the
greatest minds subconsciously convince themselves if they just climbed that next
intellectual hill, or achieve that moral purity marker, they willimpress God and so be saved.

Knowing God is something all can come to when their heart is well disposed to him, being
willing to trust him for everything. Somewhat ironically, the more self-sufficient we are—or
the more self-sufficient we convince ourselves we are—the more we feel like we don’t need
God. And so, like the Pharisees, if we are good at following all the little rules we create for
ourselves, then we feel like we can trust ourselves, rather than God for our salvation, and
we create a burden to do so.
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This is why Jesus compares the religious leaders with “little children.” Children are unable
to control anything around them. They need to trust others to take care of them. Itis
important for us, then, to have these little children around us to remind us that even in their
fidgeting and playing, they are not distracting us from the serious worship work we need to
do, but showing us how we must rest in our Father’s hands, dependant on him, because of
our limited capacity (which is a good thing, and not a problem).
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To emphasize our dependence on God for everything, Jesus cracks open the mysterious
relationship between he and the Father. He says, “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.”

Again, Jesus underlines the main point here, we must be totally dependent on him like little
children, and not dependent on ourselves. Only he knows the Father perfectly, there is no
way for us to work our way up to him. The only way is to be chosen by Christ, and we see
that we are chosen if we choose him and rely totally upon him for our salvation. As Paul
says, “God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong” (1Cor.1:27b).



God chose to reveal himself in a way that was fitting to his greatness. It is incredibly
important to see that this is not the world’s vision of greatness, but God’s. God became
human in Jesus, the carpenter from Nazareth in the Iron Age of the Roman Empire. Itis
understandable why the Religious leaders of his day did not see him for who he was, even
with his miracles. He did not despise this lowly setting for his greatness, and so we too,
likewise, should not despise the humility of faith, but consider ourselves “little children.”

Itis in this setting that Jesus calls us to rest on him in what is one of the most comforting
passages in the whole Bible. He says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened,
and | will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for | am gentle and
humble in heart..”
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In our era, we might not know what a yoke is at all. A yoke is a tool for distributing weight.
You might use a yoke to tie a couple water buckets together to place a on your shoulder, or
more commonly, you might use a yoke to utilize the strength of an ox or a bull to pull a plow
or something.
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In Jesus’ analogy, the weight is the responsibility to follow God’s law, and the yoke is the
tool used to carry that weight. Jesus is saying that the tool the Pharisees were using to carry
the weight of the law, that is, an ever-expanding list of things to do, did not actually do the
job it was created for. It has simply become a burdensome distraction from what God had
created the law for.

Remember, the “weary and heavy-laden” are those who are suffering under the weight of
trying to please God, and be obedient to his law by the means of their own actions. It’s as if
the yoke itself were made of steel and weighed 200 lbs, it would defeat the purpose.
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Jesus’ yoke is accepting him as Lord and Saviour. This does allow his people to follow the
spirit of God’s law, and, at the same time, not be a burden at all. Following Christ gives you
the opportunity to follow God’s law, and also having the benefit of his forgiveness when we
fail. Jesus’ yoke, the gospel, is the recognition that we must rely on him for everything, he is
the Son who knows the Father, and who chooses us.

And despite Jesus being the eternal Son of God, he is “gentle and humble in heart.” So then,
his yoke, his means of carrying the weight, is to follow Jesus’ humility. That is faith. That is
the faith by which we are saved. As Paul says, “not from yourselves, it is the gift of
God—®not by works, so that no one can boast” (Eph.2:8-9).



So then, when Jesus says, “my yoke is easy and my burden light,” he means that when we
come to rest in God, and the sacrifice of his Son for us, it’s like being a bird who is finally let
out of its cage, or a fish who finally has the hook taken from his mouth and is placed back in
the lake. A person who was under a weight of sin, and the burden is released. Resting in
God is returning to our natural state, out of the disfunction of sin and attempt to save
ourself.
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Now, just because Jesus’ yoke is easy, does not mean it is what some call “cheap grace,” as
if all we need to do is nothing, and then do whatever we want. No, it costs us our lives, it
costs us our self-direction, our autonomy. That is why people are so keen to try and work
for their own salvation, so that they can be in charge, set their own limits and laws. That is
why the wise and learned have such a hard time with it. But this traps us into something we
can never fulfill, and so we never feel fulfilled in it, and it is a burden. It is a lie, you simply
aren’t autonomous, you were created, and you owe your allegiance to your creator. It is
freedom to rest in this, because that is how you were created to live.
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Jesus says, just a few chapters later, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself
and take up his cross and follow me. 2 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but
whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the
whole world and forfeits his soul?” The easiness of Jesus’ yoke is that we have an eternal
peace with God, one that will be maintained into the life to come, but that easiness comes
with dying to our self. That ease is a freedom from striving for our salvation, but it might
come with a life of persecution and suffering, as many Christians over the past two
millennia have experienced.
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More than persecutions, God also allows us to go through the pains of this life for our good.
Paul describes this in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10, “So to keep me from becoming conceited
because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a
messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from becoming conceited. 8Three times |
pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. °But he said to me, “My grace is
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore | will boast all the
more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. " For the
sake of Christ, then, | am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and
calamities. For when | am weak, then | am strong.” Paul was in danger of becoming great in



his own eyes because the great revelation given to him by God, so God had to remind him
of his complete dependence with the “thorn in his flesh.”

See here how interprets the burden of the thorn in his side as actually a benefit. When we
are resting in the Lord, his “burden is light.” The thought of losing our earthly life in
exchange for eternity should be a no-brainer.
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And so, if you have a sense of yourself as being “weary and burdened” by the pressures that
you place on yourself to try and earn your salvation, or prove your worth to God, then be like
our friend Christian from Pilgrims Progress, lift your eyes to the cross and let the burden fall
from your back and roll down the hill to be buried with Christin his death. It is not up to you,
you are absolved. Thanks be to God.



