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Text 
Then Jesus began to denounce the cities in which most of his miracles had been performed, because they 

did not repent. 21 "Woe to you, Korazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! If the miracles that were performed in you 

had been performed in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. 22 But I 

tell you, it will be more bearable for Tyre and Sidon on the day of judgment than for you. 23 And you, 

Capernaum, will you be lifted up to the skies? No, you will go down to the depths. If the miracles that were 

performed in you had been performed in Sodom, it would have remained to this day. 24 But I tell you that it 

will be more bearable for Sodom on the day of judgment than for you." 25 At that time Jesus said, "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. 26 Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure. 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. 28 "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." 

 

Introduction 
 The most well known and oft-quoted line in the history of Christianity outside of 

the Bible may well be from St. Augustine’s Confessions where he says to God, “Our 

hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee.”
1
  We all know something of this inner 

restlessness that Augustine talked about.  He, and many others in his wake, have claimed 

that the answer to our restlessness is found in God as he is revealed in Jesus Christ.  And 

what we see today is that Jesus himself made this claim – “Come to me, all you who are 

weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  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” (vv. 28-

29). 

 Let’s explore that thesis together today.  Because some people can make a good 

case that a cause of a lot of unrest in this world is religion.  Others can point to numerous 

examples of Christianity leading to certain neuroses in people.  God rest ye merry, 

Gentlemen?  Christmas time can actually be one of the most frenetic and anxiety laden 

times of the year. 

We all know restlessness, especially in our city life.  But we’re not just talking 

about physical tiredness – fatigue; it’s weariness of the soul.  Is there really an answer to 

this restlessness?  In our culture of consumerism and rootlessness, of Facebook and 

blogs, of Ritalin and Prozac, insomnia and depression, 24 hour gyms and incessantly 

changing fads, we all have some idea of what restlessness is.  And the real question is: 

does God in Christ really fix it?  Because if you are a Christian, is your soul always at 
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rest?  Would you say you are at rest right now?  And if you’re not a Christian you 

probably look at other Christians and see them just as fidgety and ill-at-ease as the rest of 

humanity.  Right?  Where is this sweet rest you speak about?  We all crave rest, but is it 

just an elusive mirage or a false promise? 

 Let’s take a look together at the next text before us today in Matthew and reflect 

on what it asserts about this topic.  In short, what I think we will see is just this: where 

the real Jesus is, there is real rest.  Let’s listen to Jesus’ words and see if this may be 

true. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Judgment 
 First off we start with something controversial and perhaps disturbing.  Jesus 

states unequivocally that those who do not come to him will not find any rest eternally 

(cf. Rev. 14:11), only woe.  R.I.P. (Rest in Peace) cannot legitimately go on every 

tombstone.  “Then Jesus began to denounce the cities in which most of his miracles had 

been performed, because they did not repent” (v. 21).  Jesus pronounces woe to Korazin 

and Bethsaida, two Galilean towns that he had been doing his mighty works of 

compassion in.  But they had by and large failed to respond positively to Jesus, 

ambivalent at best.  They’d take the healings, but wouldn’t take up their cross and follow 

him.  Jesus said that if he had done that stuff in the Gentile towns of Tyre and Sidon 

“they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes” (v. 21).  And then he says 

that it will actually “be more bearable for Tyre and Sidon on the day of judgment” than 

for them (v. 22).  There will be a day of judgment, Jesus says, that will not go well for 

everyone. 

 Then he says the same thing about his main base of operations, the town of 

Capernaum – “And you, Capernaum, will you be lifted up to the skies?  No, you will go 

down to the depths.  If the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in 

Sodom, it would have remained to this day [Sodom is the infamously evil city in the OT 

that God destroyed together with Gomorrah in Genesis 19].  But I tell you that it will be 

more bearable for Sodom on the day of judgment than for you” (vv. 23-24).  Evidently, 

Capernaum had a lot of pride.  They thought they were an exceptional city, an ascendant 

city, a city on the rise.  They thought their future was bright, maybe life seemed good as 

it was, the fishing economy was strong.  But Jesus says No, they’re no better of than 

Sodom; in fact worse.  Wow.  Why? 

 This is pretty harsh stuff.  This talk of judgment and hell-fire and damnation is the 

kind of stuff that makes people think Christianity creates undue pressure and stress, not 

rest, but fear and guilt.  But, unless this is just a rhetorical convention (and if Jesus would 

make up or exaggerate something like eternal judgment to bolster his rhetoric then I 

might have some questions about Jesus’ character)…  So if it’s not just rhetoric then 

Jesus seems to be saying that there is a judgment.  The same Jesus who speaks of rest just 

a few verses later.  So before we dismiss him we should probably try to see if there’s a 

way this could all go together.  What do we learn here about this judgment of which he 

speaks? 

Well one of the things we see is that there are degrees of judgment.  There are 

levels of hell, different gradations of punishment.  Some people’s experience in eternity 
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will be more or less bearable than others.  God is completely just and fair.  Some would 

protest that it’s not fair for those inhabitants of places like Tyre and Sidon throughout 

history who didn’t have Jesus preach in their town or hear about him or have the Bible to 

face any judgment at all.  I read a really helpful explanation this week from Francis 

Schaeffer on this.  He says: 

 

[Imagine] if every little baby that was ever born anywhere in the 

world had a tape recorder hung about its neck, and if this tape recorder 

only recorded the moral judgments with which this child as he grew bound 

other men, the moral precepts might be much lower than the biblical law, 

but they would still be moral judgments. 

 Eventually each person comes to that great moment when he 

stands before God as judge.  Suppose, then, that God simply touched the 

tape recorder button and each man heard played out in his own words all 

those statements by which he had bound other men in moral judgment.  He 

could hear it going on for years – thousands and thousands of moral 

judgments made against other men, not aesthetic judgments, but moral 

judgments. 

Then God would simply say to the man, though he had never heard 

the Bible, now where do you stand in the light of your own moral 

judgments?  The Bible points out… that every voice would be stilled.  All 

men would have to acknowledge that they have deliberately done those 

things which they knew to be wrong.  Nobody could deny it.
2
 

 

 That’s a helpful illustration.  Everybody will be judged completely fairly based on 

what they know, resulting in degrees of punishment.  But everyone, apart from Christ, 

will still be condemned and barred from eternal rest.  Notice what Jesus says here is the 

deciding factor.  It’s not what you’ve done or not done that can cause you to escape 

punishment, it’s how you’re related to him.  It’s whether or not you’ve repented and 

turned to Christ.  Jesus is saying it’s me or no rest.  And thus the worst sin of all is 

deliberate unbelief.  “There is no record of the people of Korazin, Bethsaida, or 

Capernaum having done anything particularly offensive or inhumane.  They were just 

people going about their business as we do.  Yet they refused to repent and turn to Jesus 

[when they heard the gospel], and Jesus said that their unbelief was a far worse evil than 

the sins of other notoriously wicked cities.”
3
  What does that mean for us in America 

today or sitting here in this service?  I think it means we better listen very carefully to 

what Jesus says in the rest of this passage (cf. Heb. 2:3). 

 So for those who do not know Jesus, and especially for those who ignore him and 

try to find their own path to rest, there will be no rest, only woe.  That’s what Jesus is 

saying here.  And I think that part, at least, of that woe consists of simply being left to 

your own cranky restlessness with no respite forever; becoming more and more cynical, 

irritable, and insane for infinity; vexation of spirit eternally.  Because think of it: nothing 

else really works to bring lasting and deep and eternal rest to the soul.  Does money?  

Does money buy you happiness, peace?  “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.  

Some people, eager for money, have… pierced themselves with many griefs” (1Tim. 

6:10).  Does sex?  Will sleeping with someone tonight ensure that you wake up tomorrow 
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morning refreshed and completely fulfilled?  Really?  Does power?  Have you ever 

gained enough control to feel content?  Enough status to feel safe?  No.  And living for 

these things instead of Christ will only result in many woes (cf. Rom. 2:8-9), on a never 

ending tour with the Rolling Stones singing  – “I can’t get no satisfaction.”  The people of 

Jesus’ day were like those of Jeremiah’s – “This is what the LORD says: ‘Stand at the 

crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is, and walk in it, 

and you will find rest for your souls.  But you said, “We will not walk in it”’” (Jer. 6:16). 

 

Election 

 Let’s move on from one controversial topic (judgment), to another (election).  “At 

that time Jesus said, ‘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.  Yes, 

Father, for this was your good pleasure” (vv. 25-26).  Jesus is saying that the human heart 

is so thoroughly messed up that it takes supernatural intervention for anyone to respond 

to Jesus.  It’s not just that we’re restless, it’s that we are dead set on a path of restlessness.  

We are hard-wired to work ourselves into the ground.  We are addicted to the very things 

that cannot satisfy and we love them.  We can’t stop.  We don’t want to.  Try telling a 

burned out pre-med student living on 5 hour energy drinks that they don’t have to get an 

A, chill out.  It won’t work will it?  They can’t.  We are all like that.  We want rest, we 

yearn for rest, we complain about our restlessness, but we cannot rest.  It takes some 

revelation from the outside.  Some divine intervention. 

 And Jesus says not just that, but that the Father reveals the way out of restlessness 

not to the smart and capable, not to those who seem to have achieved much and may see 

themselves as deserving, hard-working, intelligent – the proud and put together, but to the 

“little children.”  To the unexpected, weak, impotent, empty.  As I was studying this I 

saw a YouTube video come up on one of my blog feeds.  It was of a 10 year old boy 

named Christopher Duffley who was born premature and is blind and autistic, adopted by 

his parents when he was 15 months.  And he was singing “Open the Eyes of My Heart 

Lord.”
4
  What a picture of this truth.  Here is one of the most easy to overlook of persons 

and the Father has put a song in his heart, opened his spiritual eyes to see himself.  Do we 

think that’s just cute, or do we see ourselves in him?  Wretched, pitiful, poor, blind, and 

naked but for no other reason than the good pleasure of God adopted in Christ, given all 

his inheritance, eyes opened, clothed in his righteousness?  If not, we will strive to 

achieve a position of rest on our own, but will never get it. 

 We feel the restlessness rising up in us, the emptiness that Pascal called the 

“infinite abyss” and we go on trying to fill it with finite things.  We think we can pull 

ourselves out of it, fix ourselves, read another book, take another seminar, try another 

technique.  When we feel down we believe that we have the resources to lift ourselves up 

to the skies.  But Jesus says the Father hides the futility of it all from those who are wise 

and learned and reveals himself to little children.  Those who find rest will be child-like, 

humble.  “The contrast,” says one commentator, “is between those who are self-sufficient 

and deem themselves wise and those who are dependant and love to be taught.”
5
  Rest, 

then in other words, is not achieved, it is received. 

 This idea is reiterated in v. 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 
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Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”  You cannot attain to true rest by 

any of your own efforts.  It has to be a gift. 

But notice what stands behind this assertion.  Do you see it?  It’s the Trinity, or to 

borrow a phrase from one author – “the happy land of the Trinity.”
6
  Well, actually the 

third Person – the Holy Spirit – is not mentioned explicitly in this section, but the eternal 

relationship of God the Father and God the Son is, very clearly. 

 The Christian doctrine of the Trinity, derived from passages like this one, says 

that God is not static (so when we talk of rest we don’t mean stasis).  The one, true God is 

in himself a pulsating, thriving, community of perfect love, harmony, and peace that is 

entirely self-sufficient.  God does not need anything outside of himself.  The wise and 

learned Aristotle, devoid of the true revelation of God, maintained that there was a 

supreme Being and that he was good, but, using philosophical reasoning surmised that 

therefore this supreme Being needed something else to be the eternal recipient of his self-

giving love in order for him to be good; thus the world must have eternally existed 

alongside God.  And so what results, however, is a deity that is contingent on the world, a 

God who could conceivably be frustrated, a God who was not in himself at perfect rest. 

 But if Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have eternally existed in perfect relationship, 

then we have a God of true goodness and love, bursting with personality and also a God 

that is completely ‘above the fray’, not disturbed, not needy, never ruffled, never thrown 

off balance, never having a bad day, yet not boring or simplistic or inert; truly glorious 

and thus satisfying.  And, you see, do you see… able to grant mercy.  He owes mercy to 

no one, but at his good pleasure he grants mercy.  He is able to share his rest; we can 

“enter his rest” (cf. Heb. 4).  His perfectly stable, immutable, undisturbable, rest.  How?  

Only through the Son.  Does this start to make Christmas make a little more sense?  The 

perfectly happy Trinity, not out of need, not out of a position of restlessness himself, but 

out of love and mercy and good pleasure determined to send the Son to earth to bring us 

out of our mess of restlessness and make a way for us to be incorporated into the eternal 

equilibrium of rest that is the Three in One. 

 God, in a certain sense, ‘worked’ in the creation of the world and then rested on 

the seventh day.  The first human, likewise, in God’s image, was given work to do with 

the promise of entering into God’s Sabbath rest, thus brining along the rest of creation 

into that full participation in immortal, unending rest.  But the first human failed and all 

subsequent humanity is now plagued with this hopeless restlessness.  All our striving is 

vanity, chasing after the wind (cf. Ecclesiastes).  We are incapable of achieving God’s 

rest on our own efforts now.  In fact, it works like quicksand.  The more we move and 

struggle the more hopeless we become.  But Jesus was God the Son in our human flesh 

come to do all the work for us, earn the perfect rest that the first human was supposed to 

have won, exhaust in his suffering all our judgment that we deserve, and rise to take his 

seat of rest again at the right hand of the Father… but now with our flesh there too.  And 

for those whom he has chosen to give faith to, we are joined indissolubly with him and 

seated with him in the heavenly realms (cf. Eph. 2:6).  No lack, no incompleteness to 

make up, no need to perform, nothing to do to earn our right to rest, but granted rest 

through our union with Christ, brought in on that eternal, perfect, fulfilled relationship of 

Father with beloved Son in whom he is well-pleased.  That is rest.  To be included in the 

Trinitarian rest. 
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Invitation 

 Now vv. 25-27 that we just looked at provide a clear passage about God’s 

sovereignty in salvation – it’s nothing you do, but something that is done to you.  You 

don’t earn your rest or raise yourself up to God but he comes down to you and catches 

you up into himself and his rest single-handedly in Christ.  But Jesus doesn’t let us turn 

this into fatalism.  Next in vv. 28-30 he issues a clear invitation to all.  So do not get hung 

up on whether you are the one the Son has chosen to reveal the Father to or not.  You are 

here today, hearing Christ’s words.  And if your restlessness finds in Christ’s promise of 

rest a relief, then it’s yours.  Receive it like a child opening gifts on Christmas morning. 

 Hear Jesus’ wonderful words of invitation: “Come to me, all you who are weary 

and burdened, and I will give you rest” (v. 28).  Jesus says, “Come to me.”  He has come 

near to us, in his Incarnation and through his Word by his Spirit, so that we might come 

near to him, so near that all our weariness and burdens are swallowed up by him and his 

divine rest is shared with us.  If you’re like, “Weary and burdened??  I don’t really know 

what he’s talking about.  I have a strong constitution.  This Christianity thing is for the 

weak, a crutch.”  If that’s how you feel, you’re right, this Christianity thing is not for you.  

But if you feel weary, tired of trying the latest self-help books, tired of trying to get ahead 

at work so that you can finally relax, tired of maybe trying to live before God based on 

law/rules, tired of keeping up masks, tired of trying to protect yourself all the time 

because no one else will, tired of constantly reviewing your performance after almost 

anything you do, tired… Jesus doesn’t have one more thing for you to try.  He’s offering 

you himself. 

 Burdened?  Jesus doesn’t bring more burdens into your life.  He came to bear our 

burdens, to lift them.  Religion does cause unrest.  What one person has called ‘Christless 

Christianity’ that is often passed off as Christianity does bring about neuroses.  But Jesus 

didn’t come to bring another religion.  He had strong words for those of his day who were 

religious.  In Matthew 23 Jesus says that the “teachers of the law and the Pharisees…. tie 

up heavy loads [burdens] and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not 

willing to lift a finger to move them” (23:2, 4).  If you think of Jesus as a burden, as 

someone who lays on more and more burdens to you, then you’re thinking of another 

Jesus.  That’s not Jesus.  The real Jesus brings rest. 

 Now Jesus didn’t just come to lift all your burdens and set you free to go on your 

own.  He came to bind you to himself.  So there is a yoke.  A yoke was a wooden piece 

put over the shoulders of animals (or people sometimes) to hitch them up to the load they 

were to carry.  The Christian life is not a life of some kind of ‘freedom’ that can be 

conceived of apart from a relationship with God.  It’s freedom from bondage to the law 

of sin and death so that you can serve God by the Spirit, but that service is not oppressive 

but rather joyful.  It’s learning of Christ and from Christ and following him and being 

conformed to his image and in that is found life.  “For my yoke is easy and my burden is 

light” (v. 30). 

 Jesus is not a harsh taskmaster.  He doesn’t crack the whip.  He is not mean or 

cold, driving you hard.  “I am gentle and humble in heart,” he says (v. 29).  We see this 

gentleness and humility very clearly in the Christmas story, don’t we?  The eternal Son 

not considering his status in the happy land of the Trinity as something to be grasped 

onto, but making “himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in 

human likeness” (Phil. 2:7).  What meekness and humiliation is displayed in the 
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Incarnation and splintery manger!  What love?!  And of course the condescension didn’t 

stop there.  It was a precursor to the splintery cross – “And being found in appearance as 

a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross” (Phil. 

2:8)!  For us and our salvation.  To come for us, to bring us in on the rest of the Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit.  And he calls to us today – “Come to me.” 

 

Conclusion 
So what about the restlessness we still experience as Christians?  Where does that 

come from?  Why aren’t we experiencing undisturbed peace all the time?  Well, we’ve 

forgotten all that we have in Christ.  That’s it.  It’s not a deficiency in Christ, it’s a 

deficiency in us, that keeps us dependant, that prevents us from ever feeling superior in 

ourselves but keep us humbly and constantly coming to Christ.  We forget who we are in 

him and try to find ourselves once more in our career, in our parenting, in our 

appearance, in our popularity, in our knowledge, in our abilities…  Just think back to the 

most recent moment of restlessness you’ve experienced and you were seeking your rest 

in something other than Christ…  Rest is not found in anything apart from him. 

Some people will say serving Jesus has brought all kinds of unrest into my life!  I 

would say you’re probably not serving the real Jesus.  Having Jesus in your life may in 

some ways be related to certain stresses, but that’s only because he is showing up ways 

that you look to these other things to fulfill you instead of him and once we recognize 

that, the offer to come to him and experience rest is right there.  Ministry is naturally 

tiring in some ways, but it shouldn’t be exhausting.  I find that when it’s exhausting is 

when I’m doing it for my own glory and in my own strength, not resting in Christ. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Let’s come to him… 

 

Benediction 
May the Lord grant you faith to believe the gospel which you have heard and rest from 

your own work, on Christ’s work, and thereby enter God’s rest. 
 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 11, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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