Zechariah 9: 9-12 and Matthew 11: 16-19.  5/7/26

You might have been a bit surprised by our first reading, but don’t worry you haven’t suddenly woken up to find that it’s Palm Sunday when we usually have this reading.  
Zechariah speaks of a king who is coming to proclaim peace to the nations.  In contrast to the talk of chariots, war-horses and battle-bows, this king will come humbly riding on a donkey.  This verse was seized on by the gospel writers who linked it to Jesus riding on a donkey when he entered Jerusalem in triumph and the crowds hailed him as king.  Whilst his followers praised God for all they had seen and heard, there were some who would have preferred it if Jesus had come on a war-horse, to start a rebellion, and to overthrow the Romans who were occupying their country.   Surely that was what the promised king would do, wouldn’t he?  But Jesus (as he so often did) defied people’s expectations.  

We all do it from time to time.  We think we know what God will do.  We certainly know what we think he ought to do!  And sometimes we have the temerity to tell him what to do!  It’s probably just as well he doesn’t answer some of our prayers.  But, of course, when we pray repeatedly about something and there seems to be no answer that can be very hard.

Many Bible characters were surprised by God.  Abraham  - you’re going to be the father of many nations, your offspring will be as numerous as the stars!  Really?  But I haven’t even got one child yet and at our age the prospects aren’t looking good.  
Samuel - I want you to go to the house of Jesse in Bethlehem and anoint one of them as Israel’s king.  It must be this one, the eldest, he looks the part.  No?  What about this one, or this.  None of these 7?   
It turned out to be David, the youngest, who had been sent out to look after the sheep.

Jonah couldn’t understand why God was actually going to forgive those wicked Ninevites – that wasn’t how God was supposed to act, in his view.

Mary was surprised to find she was going to have a baby, conceived by the Holy Spirit who, according to an angel, would save his people from their sins.  

One of the most surprising things God has ever done was to come to us in human form.  

Paul was taken by surprise by Jesus when he appeared to him on the road to Damascus.

I wonder how God has surprised you?  I was very surprised to find myself being licensed as a Church of England Reader.  I wasn’t expecting that.  You will have your own stories, I am sure.  Something to talk about over coffee perhaps?  God is both utterly dependable but often we don’t understand him and he surprises us - about himself and also he surprises us about ourselves.  

With this in mind we turn to our reading from Matthew’s gospel.  Jesus compares the people of his generation to children who are playing a game.  The game has certain rules.  Children can be very particular in how games are to be played and they don’t like it at all if another child or especially an adult tries to change them.  They can get very cross indeed, they like to be orderly and predictable.   When Jesus appeared on the scene the Jewish leaders were outraged because he didn’t “play by the rules”, for example doing things they said were not permitted on the Sabbath.   Especially when he said he was “Lord of the Sabbath” implying that his words carried more weight than the Pharisees.  

Jesus challenges them “You don’t understand John the Baptist, saying he must have a demon because of his wild lifestyle and you don’t understand me because you take offence at some of the people I sit down and eat with.  If you had understood the truth about me, you would have believed in me”.  
Jesus just didn’t conform to their expectations.  

So, who does get to understand and believe?  Jesus says “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”.  First of all there were his 12 close friends who began to recognise that he was more than just the son of a carpenter.  They dropped everything to follow him without a backward glance.   They recognised something in Jesus that they felt drawn to.  It was people, above all, who recognised their need and came to Jesus for help who became his followers.       
Recognising need seems to be the key to unlock understanding and faith:  those who respond with child-like faith, ordinary, people without preconceptions about God, people who the world may discount or thinks of as naïve.  

The sort of people Jesus talks about in what we call “the Beatitudes” (you can find it in Chapter 5) – those who are poor in spirit, who mourn, who are meek, who hunger and thirst for righteousness, who are merciful, who are peacemakers and those who are persecuted for their faith.  
To these people he says: Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest.

It’s one of those verses where we prick up our ears and think “I like the sound of that”.  But what does Jesus mean?   At the time he was speaking it probably included the burdens of people who were living under Roman oppression and the burdens of those who were slaves and treated as the lowest in society, as well as those who needed healing of one sort or another.  

For us it can mean so many things: 
· those who are overworked and exhausted, 
· those who have worries about health,
· who are griefing for a loved-one, or grieving for a country they have had to leave behind 
· people trapped in poverty, depression
· burdens that we sometimes bring on ourselves or are imposed by others 

… everything that weighs us down to the point where we can’t function properly.  In fact, it’s a call to the whole of humanity.  Jesus says “Come to me”.

But then a surprise: Jesus doesn’t say ‘sit down and put your feet up, and I’ll make everything alright’, but “take my yoke upon you”.  That sounds like more hard work doesn’t it?  What is a yoke?  The Dictionary definition includes a bar or frame by which 2 draught animals, e.g. oxen are joined at the heads or necks for working together, or a frame fitted to someone’s shoulders to carry a load like a bucket or 2 buckets one on each side.  So, although a yoke sounds like something that would weigh you down and restrict you, it is actually something that helps you carry a heavy burden and if there are 2 of you, then the weight is shared.  

Jesus says “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.”  

Jewish leaders of the time spoke about the yoke of obedience to God, especially with regard to religious observance.  Jesus says “learn from me”.  My yoke doesn’t weigh you down, it helps you carry whatever load you have to bear because I’m there beside you.  Jesus wants us all to be free from our burdens, echoing a verse from Psalm 145 which says “The LORD upholds all those who fall and lifts up all who are bowed down.”

“Come to me”, says Jesus “and you will find rest for your souls”.  
This is not a prize for good behaviour but a gracious invitation.  The writer of the letter to the Hebrews put it like this: “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”   

We come to Jesus just as we are, relying on God’s grace – the gift of himself that he pours out for us in his generosity, undeserved and unexpected. 

And when we do come to Jesus we don’t know where he will take us.  It leaves us with the tantalising thought that we don’t know what God is going to do next!   That may sound scary, but it also gives me hope.  Especially in these uncertain times when looking to the future can make us feel anxious.  There are so many situations that are utterly beyond human control.  But of this we can be sure: God has answers that we never even dreamt of.  

