THERE IS A REST FOR THE WEARY!

Matthew 11:28-30
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How would you to rate the Christian life on a scale of one to ten, one being smooth sailing and ten being excruciatingly hard? Go ahead, share your number. 


Your answer might depend on what has happened in the last few days or so. Maybe the whole office was passing around the stick, poking you on some issue that was in the news, seeing if you were still alive and kicking, trying to get a rise out of you so they could chuckle in the lunchroom about it later. 


Maybe last week you finally told that friend or neighbor about Jesus and their reaction was exactly what you expected, but hoped would not be. Laughter, derision, that old “do you think you're better than me” response, or something along those lines. So you trudged home, head down, heart broken, dejected, rejected, and saddened. You were just trying to share some good news. Why is it people react to the Good News in an arrogant kind of self-sufficiency? They just don't get it. Why are people so mad at Jesus? Really, you don't want God to love you? Seriously? 


Or perhaps last week was a pretty bad week for you personally. You spoke rather harshly during a disagreement you had with your spouse or friend. You said things to the kids that you now regret. Sin came knocking and you flung wide the portals and welcomed it with open arms, only later to realize what a bad choice that was. And oh yea, someone was watching, and it was all over town inside a day. You feel like you set the kingdom work back five years. Paul was right, it is a war and you're having trouble remembering the last time you could claim a victory, even a small one. 


So, sure, it makes sense that after that week you would rate the Christian life hard, a seven, eight, I pray it's not a ten. Too many days like that can take a toll on us, laboring with all our might, doing all we can for the Kingdom and sharing the Gospel. In those times, weary is definitely what you feel. Heavy laden, yes, with disappointment, sadness, and guilt. 


Or perhaps, thankfully, last week was a pretty good week. Perhaps you began the long, hard journey of stopping a bad habit. You've got a whole week under your belt and you're feeling pretty confident you can beat this one. Maybe you told a fellow worker that you'd pray for them and they seemed relieved, uplifted, and they thanked you for caring, even though they don't believe in God. Sin came knocking and you stood behind the door and said “Nobody's home, go away” and lo and behold, it did. Oh the joys of small victories in this war on sin! So, thankfully, maybe you give the Christian life a low rating, because lately, it's been good. 


Is it fair to say that being a Christian in America is fairly easy? We don't have to sneak around to attend church, out of fear we'll be put in prison. We can, in almost all cases, speak openly of our faith in Christ, though there may be repercussions we're not too keen to experience. But at least there will be no oppression or arrest. We can pray in public, with little fear of physical harm. 


Yet, while it may be fair to say that it is easy to be a Christian in America, that certainly does not mean we can or should downplay the agonies associated with living the Christian life, even in America. Life in this world of sin is always going to be a hard life. 


And more so for the Christian, who has not only come to the knowledge of the truth, but battles it daily and knowingly. We as followers of Christ know full well the enemy. It is us, not to mention the devil and his huge bag of tricks and the pride of life and the passions that the world baits us with, surrounding us, inundating us with, on TV, in magazines, at the amusement park, nearly everywhere these days. 


We just heard Paul's unglorified and infamous description of life in a fallen world for the believer. Because we know right from wrong, because we can discern, by God's Spirit, good from evil, for the follower of Jesus, the battle of life is intensified.   


Paul's words drip with his personal agony. His words have us nodding emphatically, because we get it. We know full well what he's talking about. Sometimes as often as hourly, we experience this struggle. Most often, it ends with frowns of exasperation or near cursing in madness. Ugh, failed again! Blast it, fell for the same temptation as last week. I thought I had that one beat. Oh, how I hate myself for the things I do! Oh how I want to do good, but always get distracted and lack the strength or courage of my convictions! 


Why can't this old nature just die? Oh, how we'd like to kill it with impunity. How we'd like to rip it out of our selves and stomp the living daylights out of it. Worst of all, we know that we'll have to keep doing this dance until death do us part, which is so little consolation. Hurry up, death! I'm losing this war big time and getting nowhere fast! Who indeed will deliver me from this body of death?! 


Knowing what we battle daily, having experienced the woes and anguish of fighting the old nature in a very personal way, it's little surprise that we as Christians often do things to make this walk with Jesus better in any way we can. 


Being a Christian is often reduced to giving some to the church, behaving decently, attending church at least occasionally and settling for mediocre. We can, with a great amount of success, admittedly, keep our Christianity safely ensconced from prying eyes. We can, if we choose, be closet Christians. Then, we won't have to worry so much about living in a fish bowl. We can keep our lips sealed and blend in. We'll be one of them. 


So what if gay marriage was made legal way over there in New York? It doesn't affect us here in good ole Ellettsville. Yet. But in the meantime, what good is it going to do to speak against it? All that will accomplish is to invite, no encourage, ask for, name calling, like bigot, intolerant, homophobe, right-hater. But not if we keep our mouths shut. 


So what if our tax dollars are being used to fund the killing of life in the womb? Abortion has been  legal for almost 40 years now. None of us is going to be able to stop this speeding train. Besides, if we attend a pro-life rally or peacefully protest at a Planned Parenthood clinic, that will only invite ridicule and plenty of that always joyous name-calling again. 


What do we do? We take our Christianity and lock it up. We sit in our easy chairs in the comfort of our private homes and yell at the TV, where no one else can hear us. We clamp our mouths tightly shut, because to speak up would be to make the Christian walk exponentially more stressful for sure. It is to make that number go up to ten, without a moment's hesitation. Who needs that right now? We're got enough on our plate to deal with as it is. 


Jesus' call to love our neighbor means defending the poor, the unborn, the unloved, and the person caught in sin. It means loving those that don't want our love and readily push away our love. It means standing up for what's right, even if that's unpopular or no one else thinks it's right.  


That, my friends in Christ, is an immense burden to bear. No doubt about it, the Christian walk is hard. Very hard. It's laborious and it will leave us weary. It's very, very hard loving someone who might hate us. It's hard speaking out for what's right when our neighbor is proudly boasting about his sins, parading them as if they were beautiful, and demanding not only that we tolerate it, but endorse it. On top of all the internal struggles we face with the old nature.   


No wonder we weary and heavy laden. For we don't do the good we want to do. We fail to act on behalf of our neighbor. We turn the other cheek and close our eyes as the killing of babies continues. We too often participate in the fleshly passions that seem to define this country of selfish indulgence. Oh, Lord, wretched people that we are! Who will deliver us from this body of death?


Well, you've come to the right place for relief. “Come to me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” Three words, three imperatives, Jesus uses to call you to Him. Words that make up your personal invitation from the Lord of all. Come, take, learn. 


All you who are laboring and heavy laden, come to Him! All you who are burdened with sin, get over here, with Him! All you who are weighed down with guilt, you're in the right place. All you who are slumped over with a load of worry and care, here He is! Right now! Right here! Bring them all to Him!


Right up here, at this rail. Carry them, drag them, do whatever it takes, but get them up here. And then dump them here. Whatever the load. However big or small it is. No matter the size or quantity. Drop them all up here. Jesus invites you up here and he says, “I'll gladly take all your sins, your guilt, your cares. I'll lift them up and carry them to the cross. And there, I'll leave them, once and for all.” Here, at this rail, the great exchange takes place. 


Now, now that your hands are emptied of all your burdens and worries and aches, pick up His yoke. His easy and light yoke. Take it, Jesus says. No, Jesus commands. Take his yoke, freely offered,  right here, within your grasp. There's no charge. There's no requirements to be met before you can pick it up. His yoke is free, given with love. He hands it to you and wills that you take it, for He knows the burdens you have been carrying are too much for you. That's why His yoke is easy and light. It is easy and light for you to carry, because it is the yoke of love from God. 


And when you pick up His yoke, you will learn from Jesus. You will learn that He is gentle and lowly in heart. You will learn that Jesus gently forgives your sins, every one of them. That's why He wants them. So He can envelope them in himself, suffer and die with them, and bury them. He will carry every last one of your sins to the cross and suffer the judgment for them, in your place. 


And then, finally, when you have had your sins forgiven, when you have picked up the light yoke that is living by faith in the Son of God, that is when you will find that much needed rest. When you have come to Jesus, not with hands full of bribes or gifts, but with hands full of need, then, you'll find your rest in the Savior. All who come to Jesus will see the power and authority He has over sin, death and the devil. They will see that Jesus has beaten them all. By his rising to life again, He has put them down. The tomb is empty. Your sins are gone. Your burdens are lifted. You are free!


Jesus invites you to come to him with all your challenges and changes in life. He wants to fight the battle you have with the old nature alongside you. He will lift you up when others put you down. He will defend you when others attack you. He will stand with you when you stand up for the unborn, the poor, the vulnerable. He will carry you when you can't walk. He will strengthen you when you become weary from laboring to live the Christian life. 


Consistent Christian living is bound to incur slander, enmity and persecution. Sure, we can choose the easy way and hide our Christianity and thereby avoid ridicule and derision. 


However, that's not what God has called us to be or do. We are called to be soldiers of the cross. We are called to do battle with the forces of evil in this dark world. 


We are called to live out our faith, so that others may see our good works and praise our Father in heaven. Even our actions and the way we live as Christians can be a powerful witness that God can use to bring others to faith. While that may put some pressure on us, because we know we will mess up and others will see that, we depend on the Lord to use our good works for his glory. And He will.


When we do stumble, we have Jesus' standing invitation to come to him and receive the forgiveness that is ours in Christ. Forgiveness lifts the load of guilt and gives us Jesus' yoke of righteousness and purity. We are refreshed, restored and re-energized, ready to again be the light of the world. 


Christianity is never easy. But we have a God who will sustain us in the fight, who fights for us and defends us always. We have a Lord who gives us needed rest and carries our load of sin to the cross, dying for us. We have Jesus, the yoke that is easy and the burden that is light. He is what will make laboring for Christ a joy, not a burden. In Christ, there is a rest for the weary. It is for you today and everyday. Amen. 
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