John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, July 3, 2011 – Pentecost III
Matthew 11:25-30
“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.”

I think it’s safe to say that everyone here this morning knows what it means to be truly weary!  I know not all of you may feel this way right at this moment – but we’ve all been through times when, as my mom used to say, you feel as if your “get up and go” just “got up and went!”  You reach the point that you’re so wrung out and drained – you don’t know how you can take even one more step, without falling flat on your face!!

As most of you know, Fr. Pete Wait recently had back surgery – very successful I might add, and he’s doing quite well!  However, he did a short stint in a rehab facility right after he was released from the hospital.  And when I visited him, he said he was doing quite well, but that this rehab center (physical rehab) was definitely not a place to get any rest!!  And he wasn’t talking about his busy days, with all the therapy sessions – he was referring to during the night – when various staff would come into his room on and off all night, much of the time to tend to his roommate!  So he was glad to get to go home last week, so he could finally get some rest!!
Jesus was certainly aware of physical weariness.  He was a carpenter by trade, and I’m sure he knew what it was like to work on a job until he just didn’t have the strength and energy to do any more!  I’m sure he witnessed family and friends who labored at whatever tasks they had before them until they were “bone tired!”
But I believe the kind of weariness our Lord was most concerned about here, and to which he referred in today’s lesson, had to do with those who were trying so hard to please God by their own efforts.  Those who were burdened with the weight of guilt.  Those whom the teachers of the Law had weighed down with such “burdens” as they were humanly incapable of bearing.  And as Jesus indicated, those same leaders who were generally not willing to “lift a finger” towards lightening this burden.
You see, the Pharisees sincerely believed and taught others that if one just worked hard enough, they could keep the Law.  And this was their understanding - that in doing so, a person could then be accounted righteous before God.

However, even among those who loved God, and who did their best to live lives pleasing to Him – the keeping of every “jot and tittle” of the Law was an impossibility, and a burden too great for anyone to have to bear!
The Apostle Paul realized himself that keeping all the commandments of God was more than even he could handle!  We hear this in his words, when he says, “For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh.  For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out  … For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing … Wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of death?!” … Who will “lift this burden” from me?!  And then his answer – his solution to lift this burden – “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!!” (Repeat)
This is the battle within - that Paul describes for us here.  The battle raging within every believer – our inability to do all that we know we should do, and at the same time, the tendency we have to do the things we know we ought not to do!  And we can “fall into the ditch” so to speak on either side!  On the side of sins of commission, when we actively do the wrong things … and on the side of sins of omission, when we fail to do the right things!  

As I mentioned in my sermon last Sunday – this is the battle within – the conflict between the “new creation” each of us is in Jesus Christ who wants to obey God and do His will, and the “old self” – as a friend of mine used to say the person I was B.C.!  Before Christ!!  This is the battle that weighs upon our conscience – this is the burden which is too heavy for you and me to bear!
I think we’ve all lived through times in our lives when we’ve had to deal with things in this world that were burdens which just seemed impossible to bear.  You may be living through such a time and circumstance in your life right now!  

I remember in my last job in the insurance business as a Marketing Manager, I was expected by the General Manager and RVP to keep our production goals on target, to develop and manage our strategic plan, to live within my budget, and to make sure our agents only targeted the business that had a “track record” of being profitable.  And then I had another set of expectations for the Marketing VP in the home office, in Worcester, Massachusetts, to whom I also answered!  Often Jesus’ words, “no one can serve two masters,” would come to mind!  I’m sure you all have stories you could tell as well!
The point is, we can’t do this on our own, can we?  It’s impossible for us to bear these burdens by ourselves.  Oh, we can try – at least for awhile … but then we become so discouraged, so overwhelmed, and so “burned out” - that we’re not worth much to anybody … and certainly not able to be in a “production mode” in producing fruit for the Kingdom!!
In John Bunyan’s book, Pilgrim’s Progress, he tells the story of a  Christian on a journey, carrying a bundle on his shoulders.  He comes to a place which is elevated above the area surrounding it.  On that hill there is a cross, and below it there is a grave.  As this “pilgrim” comes to the top of this hill with his heavy burden, this load is suddenly released from his shoulders, and it rolls down the hill and disappears into the empty grave.
And if we think about it, this is exactly what Jesus Christ has done for us!  We struggle along, carrying our “heavy burden” – of sin, and guilt, and pain and sorrow, and all the “stuff of life” – and then we encounter the cross of Christ, and we lay our burdens at the foot of that cross, and they “roll away!”  And then, finally, our souls are at rest!! … Our souls are at rest!!
The solution of the world is often to find some way to “escape” the burdens of life.  To try to run away from guilt, and pain, and all those things that weigh us down.  Spend money, take an exotic vacation, self-medicate or intoxicate yourself into a state of oblivion!  But you know what, when you come back to reality, those same issues and burdens are still there, aren’t they?  And you and I still have to continue to pick up and bear those same burdens once again!
But Jesus invites us to “cast our cares upon him, because he cares for us!”  “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest” … not just physical rest, but “rest for your souls!”  Real and true rest – deep down inside – where it counts!
I’m thinking here of the old saying, “Give a man a fish, and you’ll feed him for a day … Teach a man to fish, and you’ll feed him for life!”  But, you know, we might change it around a little to, “Let a person take a nap, and their body will be rested for a little while … lead them to the cross, and they’ll have rest for their souls - eternally!”  Amen?!
“Give me you tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore, send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me …”  These, as you probably know, are not the words of Jesus, but words that are inscribed (now on a bronze plaque) inside the Statue of Liberty, which stands as a beacon of welcome in New York Harbor.

And I’m sure a number of us here today had grandparents, or great grandparents, or maybe even great, great grandparents – who read these words when they first came to this country, and who felt a sense of hope, and a sense that, in some way, a burden had been lifted!  They felt a sense of “freedom” many of them had never felt before!  New possibilities and opportunities!  A better life for themselves and their children!  A chance for a new beginning in life!

Tomorrow, we celebrate the anniversary of our freedom here in these United States of America!  The freedom we have that so many others in this world don’t enjoy!  Including the freedom we have to worship God as you and I choose to worship Him.  The freedom to live for and to serve His one and only Son, Jesus Christ, who offers the only true relief from the burdens we carry, and rest for our souls – we could ever have!
And we ‘re thankful to all the men and women who’ve so faithfully served our country and protected that freedom over the years, as well as those who continue to do so today.  We appreciate the sacrifices you have made, and that you continue to make, so our nation and this world can be a safer and a better place.  May we never take this gift of freedom we have for granted – and may God forgive us for the times we have!
And may we be eternally thankful to the One who made the ultimate sacrifice - for our sins and our salvation, so we could lay our burdens at the foot of his cross, and so we could have rest for our souls!
If you’re here this morning, and – being honest with yourself – you’d say that you feel burdened and weighed down, and this “load” that you’ve been carrying has become more than you can bear … then I invite you to bring that “load,” that “burden,” to Jesus today, and lay it at the foot of his cross.  “Cast your cares upon him, because he cares for you!”
As you come forward to receive the bread and the wine this morning, leave your burdens with Jesus, and walk away with that sense of “freedom” that only he can provide.  And I would ask our prayer teams this morning to be ready to pray particularly with anyone who has burdens they’d like to give to our Lord.  I hope we have more people going to our prayer teams this morning than we’ve ever had!  Because Jesus doesn’t want any of us to continue bearing those loads that are too much for us to carry!!

Let’s pray.

Heavenly Father, thank you that your Son Jesus offers us rest for our souls!  Thank you that his yoke is easy and his burden is light!  Thank you that we can be truly free in our relationship with you - through Jesus Christ!  Thank you for the freedom we have in this wonderful country, the United States of America, that we call home!  But thank you especially for that eternal home that awaits us – the one your Son has gone ahead, and has prepared for us.  For it’s in his blessed and wonderful name we pray.  Amen!!

