Agenda and motives

Illustration:  playing a board game with my grandfather.  My grandfather soon stopped playing any games with me because i would throw a tantrum if i didn’t win.  We are not talking about a little sulk in the corner but rather a major hissy fit.  

If i didn’t win; if i didn’t get what i wanted, then others would soon know about it. My agenda was to win; my motive was to beat anyone that i played against. 

In the reading today we hear Jesus talking about some games that children played in the marketplace.
In many villages the marketplace was the regular playground for children while their parents shopped, bartered and exchanged local news.

Jesus intriguingly compares the innocence of child’s play with the deviousness of this generation

Where this generation refers to the current generation of Israel’s people, including the crowds and the religious leaders – who have rejected John’s and Jesus ministries

This is not a blanket condemnation of Israel because Jesus’ own disciples are Jews and large crowds of Jews still follow him around

But it points sadly to the fact that only a small minority of the current generation will enter the Kingdom of God.

As i was saying 

Jesus intriguingly compares the innocence of child’s play with the deviousness of this generation. The difference is between childlike, which is positive and childish, which is essentially Selfish, Petty and insistent on having one’s own way.
When children invite other children to join them in playing games, childish children insist on having their own way.

The current generation is like such children,

who continually want to set the agenda of the games.

They are like pouting, petulant children who criticise other children because they wouldn’t go along with their agenda

When the children announced to everyone by playing a flute that the game they want to play is “wedding” they become upset when other children don’t go along by dancing
Then when they change the game and announce a funeral game by singing a “dirge”, they are upset when the other children don’t immediately fall in line by putting on a face of mourning.

Selfish childishness insists on having its own way.

Likewise, this generation rejects the invitation to the kingdom of heaven because John and Jesus don’t play the game that they want.

They rejected John because he did no dance when they wanted to be merry, and they are rejecting Jesus because he does not mourn when they want to fast (Matthew 9:14-17)

The generation of Jesus’ day expected John and Jesus to conform to their expectations and refused to allow God’s agenda to alter their own.

What does this signal to us today?

As convinced as we may be about our own agendas for what we believe to be the right way of doing God’s work

Of being involved in God’s mission

Having a healthy humility allows room for God to adjust our agendas

The religious leaders and even the crowds missed, and even distorted, the message of both John and Jesus because of their stubborn refusal to hear God’s voice in their messages
In the summer of 1986, two ships collided in the Black Sea off the coast of Russia. Hundreds of passengers died as they were hurled into the icy waters below. News of the disaster was further darkened when an investigation revealed the cause of the accident. It wasn't a technology problem like radar malfunction--or even thick fog. The cause was human stubbornness. Each captain was aware of the other ship's presence nearby. Both could have steered clear, but according to news reports, neither captain wanted to give way to the other. Each was too proud to yield first. By the time they came to their senses, it was too late. 

Are we so full of our own agenda?

Our own motives? 
that we refuse to hear God’s voice and refuse to allow God’s agenda to alter our course?
Smugness and a hardened heart

It was a cold, winter day. A carcass, on an ice floe, floated slowly down the Niagra River. An Eagle, flying overhead, spied the easy prey below, and descended upon it. He began to eat. As he did, the water of the river began slowly pushing the flow toward the falls. But could not the eagle, stretch forth his great wings and fly? Could he not, at the very brink of the falls, leap the safety of the air? Had he not done so a thousand times before? So slowly, he continued to eat. As he waited, the water of the river began pushing the floe faster and faster and closer and closer to the falls, until the roar of the falls began to echo throughout the canyon. He waited until the very mists of the falls began rising above his head. Finally, he stretched forth his great wings to fly.  Unknown to him, his talents, sunk in the frozen flesh of his prey, and sunk in the ice of the floe, had frozen solid. His fate was sealed. He struggled and he struggled and he tried to get away, but he could not, until at last the floe went over the falls and unto the rocks below. He had waited too long.
Had the people in the towns of Korazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum waited too long?

Had they hung onto their own wants and own agenda’s, until it was too late?

For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon.”
The expression “neither eating nor drinking” contrasts every day, carefree indulgences

with 
John the Baptists rigorous personalization of his message of repentance in the light of the soon arriving kingdom of heaven.

Those who rejected John’s message understood his rugged appearance and sparse desert habits as proof that he was full of evil spirits, demon-possessed, like the demoniacs who chose to live in tombs or in the desert.

The same people will also accuse Jesus of being demon-possessed when he gets rid of a demon on the Sabbath, bringing him into conflict with their Sabbath rulings.

It is the way of those with hardened heart to try and rationalise their decision to reject the message by falsely accusing the messenger.

Reversing the accusation, when Jesus came eating and drinking, they accused him of being “a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinner.”
No matter what he does he is rejected by this hard hearted generation

The self-serving agenda of those who question the motives of the messenger eventually leads to them being drag down the powerful waterfall like the eagle
It leads them to disaster
This was the fate of people in Korazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum

In Matthew, Jesus doesn’t criticise anyone for not worshipping or praising God or him
he is critical of those who don’t repent, those who don’t recognise the wrong they do, seek forgiveness and turn to that which is good
Why don’t these towns repent?

Daniel Patte (the Gospel According to Matthew: A structural Commentary on Matthew’s Faith) observes that the only difference between the two groups of cities is that the repentant towns are Gentile cities 
And the unrepentant are Israelite cities.

Then concludes that they are unwilling to relate to Jesus’ message and deeds and thus repent because they are Israelite!

Why is that a problem?

The criticism of Capernaum illustrates the problem.
They assume their privileged relationship with God will guarantee their “exaltation to heaven”.  

It is their perception of their special relationship with God which leads to the rejection of Jesus 

And their need to repent

And thus their condemnation

For Israelites or Christians who assume a privileged position with God

That assumption could be their downfall as it can lead to the conclusion,

“We don’t need to repent”

Or 

“We have nothing to repent of.”

Such people are condemned by their words

How are our hearts looking?  Do we assume that our position with God is so privileged that we are possibly missing the things that God wants to challenge us with in our lives individually and collectively?
Weariness and rest 
How many of you have come today weary and need rest?
How many of you are exhausted and carry burdens?

Then take heart and listen to these words from Jesus

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 29 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. 30 For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”
The Yoke was wooden frame joining two animals for pulling heavy loads.  This image was used metaphorically to describe one individual’s subjection to another.

The yoke is a common picture in Judaism for the law

All the rules that needed to be followed

In addition, the yoke is also a familiar metaphor in the Old Testament to describe Israel’s subjection to foreign oppression.

The prophets promised a time when God would break off the yoke of foreign oppression and give rest to the people of Israel when they repented and were restored to the land.

Jesus’ invitation is in start contrast to the religious burden of Pharaisism or the militaristic burden of foreign oppressors. 

His yoke – a metaphor for discipleship to him – promises rest from the weariness and burden of religious regulation 

And 

Human oppression 

Because it is none other than commitment to him

In this reading today there are some who eagerly desired an intimate relationship with God
But by following the practices of the self righteous religious leaders, they have only become weary and increasingly burdened.

Jesus invited them to know true rest, 

For their weariness 

And burdens can only be released by rest in Jesus’ yoke of discipleship.

How can we find rest in discipleship some of you may ask?

There seems to be something counterintuitive to finding rest in a way of discipleship that demands the highest commitment imaginable 

Where seeking the Kingdom of heaven is to be placed before personal comfort

And where we are guaranteed rejection by those whose hearts are hardened to the message of the kingdom.

However, this yoke is what Jesus offers to us as being the greatest privilege imaginable.

Why?  You may ask

It is easy to find comfort in places other than Jesus himself

Whether it be television

Alcohol 

Escaptist vacations

Pornography 

Or a myriad of other things that dull us to the pain of life

However much of what we use to dull the pain of life really does the opposite

Giving us fleeting pleasure and leaving us empty in the end.

But this is exactly what Jesus offers us- true life
One that forms us from the inside out and makes us into the kind of people who love and serve God from a renewed nature

Doug Webster comments on both the challenge and promise of the easy yoke and light burden that Jesus extends to us

His easy yoke is neither cheap nor convenient.  The surprising promise of the easy yoke was meant to free us from a self-serving, meritorious, performance-based religion.  It is easy in that it frees us from the burden of self-centredness, liberates us from the load of self-righteousness, and frees us to live in the way that God intended us to live…the easy yoke sounds like an oxymoron.  Ploughing the field or pulling a load is hard work! And nowhere does Jesus promise soft ground for tilling or level path for bearing the load.  What he does promise is a relationship with Himself.  The demands are great but the relationship with Jesus makes the burden light.
CONCLUSION
What are our agendas and motives?
Are our hearts so hard that we fail to see who we are and who God is?

Where do we turn when we are weary and need rest?
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