I. Jesus promises judgment to those who do not repent (11:20-:24). 

Immediately following Jesus' description of “this generation” as a group of children who are never satisfied, Matthew tells us, “Then he began to denounce the cities where most of his mighty works had been done, because they did not repent” (11:20). There are various pieces to this denunciation, and we should notice each in turn. 

First, Jesus' “denouncing” takes the form of “woe” - that is, the pronouncing of judgment. In verse 21, we read, “Woe to you Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida!” Upon first hearing it, this may sound strange because we typically do not use the word “woe” anymore. But the word has a very rich heritage – particularly in the Bible. It is a word that points to something very bad coming – usually judgment. It can be used in speaking of yourself when you fear that something bad is about to happen (such as Isaiah in Isaiah 6:5, “Woe is me! For I am lost...”), or it can be used in pronouncing judgment on someone else (as in Isaiah 5:20, “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil...”). Clearly, Jesus is using the word in this second sense as He pronounces “woes” of judgment upon these towns. And this is no mere slap on the wrist either. Jesus' words to Capernaum in verse 23: “And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will be brought down to Hades.” Jesus is talking about total, final judgment, because “Hades” was the “place of the dead” in Jewish thought. It was a place from which no one ever returned. Jesus was not playing around. He was pronouncing promises of terrible, final judgment on these cities – the very cities in which “most of his mighty works had been done”. 

Second, Jesus' pronounces this judgment upon them “because they did not repent”. And, more specifically, He pronounces judgment on them for refusing to repent after seeing His mighty works. As we have already seen, Jesus came calling people to repent (Matt. 4:17) as well as performing many mighty works (Matt. 8-9). Fundamentally, the purpose of the works was to make clear that He was the promised Messiah – to “bear witness” to Him (John 5:36; 10:25-37-38) – so that those who saw the signs would then listen to His message and follow Him. Jesus' mighty works were never intended to merely entertain. Rather, they were always carried out with a purpose. They were carried out to make clear that this Messiah had the power to set free and overcome and deliver and save – both in the physical realm and in the spiritual realm. And, in this instance, Jesus pronounces judgment on these cities because they refused to respond to the mighty works appropriately. More specifically, Jesus pronounced these judgments because they refused to turn from their own sin and wickdness and follow Him. To “repent” is to fundamentally change direction – not just feel bad or regret something. Evidently, many of the people in these cities refused to do that, and the result – as we saw – was the pronouncing of total, final judgment. This was a serious offense with serious consequences. 

Third, Jesus denounces these cities in a peculiar way – by comparing them to other cities that were judged for their sin. So, we read, 

“Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. But I tell you, it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you. And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will be brought down to Hades. For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have remained until this day. But I tell you that it will be more tolerable on the day of judgment of the land of Sodom than for you” (11:21-24). 

These comparisons are interesting, not least because they raise some interesting issues. For one, they clearly demonstrate that God (including the second person of the Trinity, Jesus) knows not only what has happened and will happen but what would have happened if things had been different. This is called “contingent knowledge”, and it is another hallmark of God's greatness. He knows what would have happened if the mighty works of Jesus had been done in Tyre and Sidon and Sodom. For two, the comparisons are interesting because they make clear that God does not owe anything to anyone. The “elephant in the room” of these comparisons is this question: “If God knew what it would take to get Tyre and Sidon and Sodom to repent, why did He not do it?” And the only answer we can give is that it was not time for His plan to be carried out in that way. The “fullness of time” (Gal. 4:4) - meaning God's perfect time – had not yet arrived. So Tyre and Sidon and Sodom did not get the privilege and the blessing of seeing Christ and His works. They had the blessing of creation, and their consciences, pointing them to the Lord, but they rejected those things and were – justly – judged. God does not owe anything to us. Finally – and this seems to be Jesus' central point – the comparisons are interesting because they highlight the seriousness of rejecting Christ. Tyre and Sidon were arrogant cities routinely held up as objects of judgment in the Old Testament for their pride and injustice (Isa. 23; Ezek. 26-28; Amos 1:9-10). Sodom was destroyed for wickedness including gross sexual immorality – to the extent of homosexual gang rape (Gen. 18-19). And yet, as gross as those sins were, Jesus says worse judgment awaits Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum because of their absolute rejection of Christ. At the end of the day, that is the ultimate sin – it is, truly, the most serious sin with the most serious consequences. 

So, before we move on (to the more hopeful side of this text), we should pause to consider the implications of Jesus' words in this first section. Jesus' somber words of judgment force us to stand face-to-face with the most fundamental realities of life. God created everything in this world – including us – to display and reflect His glory. Because of sin, we – every one of us – have failed to do this and refuse to do this. Everyone sins and falls short of His glory. There is no one who does good or seeks after God. We are all rebels. And because of this, we are all – by nature – objects of wrath. But, in His mercy and love, God sent Jesus Christ into the world to live a life of perfect obedience and then die on the cross and take the wrath of God and then raise from the dead as the sovereign King of all things. And He sent Him into the world to make clear that – because He would do that – everyone who would repent of their sins and trust Him and follow Him could be saved from their sin and from God's wrath. The other side of that reality – as held before us in this text -  is that refusing to repent and trust Him and follow Him will bring terrible, certain judgment. 

If you are here, and you are not a Christian – you have never repented and consciously turned from your sins and cast yourself upon Jesus Christ as your only hope for salvation – then I want you to understand the seriousness of your present state. Just like the cities in these verses who refused to repent, there is terrible judgment waiting for you. It will be worse on the day of judgment for you than for Tyre and Sidon and Sodom because you have greater revelation and knowledge of Jesus and who He is and what He has done. You are careening down the tracks of life toward a cliff with nothing but eternal, conscious torment waiting at the bottom. Even now, you are storing up wrath for yourself until the day of wrath when God's righteous judgment will be revealed. That is the bad news. But the good news is that today is not the day. Today, by God's grace, is still the day of salvation. And today, by God's grace, eternal life is offered to you. Repent of your sins and trust Christ, and you will be saved. 

And if you are here and you are a Christian, we need to be reminded of this truth again – not because we need to fear God's righteous judgment. We have repented, so we can be sure of eternal life. But we need to remember it so that we will be most faithful in the task God has given us of taking the good news of Christ to the ends of the earth. We should be speaking the gospel as often as we can to whomever we can, because eternity is at stake. If people fail to repent, they will die and spend eternity in hell. And their torment will not be our fault (because they chose to reject), but we should labor to make people go through, around, and over us as they travel down the path to destruction. The stakes are huge, and we must never forget that. 

II. Jesus promises rest to all who come to Him (11:25-30). 

The second half of the text nicely balances this first half. After thundering the message of judgment and denunciation and woe in verses 20-24, Jesus then calls all who will to come to Him and find rest, as we will see. In contrast to the judgment that awaits those who fail to repent, Jesus promises wonderful rest and blessing to those who will come to Him in humble, repentant faith. But, interestingly, Jesus prefaces this invitation to come with some stark language that we must not skip over. 

First, Matthew tells us, “At that time Jesus declared, 'I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will” (11:25-26). So after pronouncing judgment on those who refused to repent, Jesus turns and offers up a prayer of thanksgiving to the Father – a prayer that tells us a great deal. Why is that some – like those in the previous section – refuse to see Jesus' works for what they truly are and repent? The answer – at least on some level – is that God has hidden it from them because they are “wise and understanding”. That is, they consider themselves to be “wise and understanding”, and God has chosen to hide the glorious realities of Jesus' identity and of the good news of the gospel from them. And, on top of this, the Father has “revealed” those very same things to “little children” - that is, those who are humble and dependent and recognize their need. Once again, we see the incredible reality that God owes salvation to no one. He has mercy on whom He has mercy and compassion on whom He has compassion. And, according to Jesus, the Father has chosen to hide certain things from certain people and reveal them to others. And, also according to Jesus, this is the Father's prerogative (it is His “gracious will” or “good pleasure”), and the Father is actually to be praised for this (as opposed to questioned or accused). 

Second, Jesus declares (presumably to the crowds after ending His prayer to the Father), “All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (11:27). Once again, this is a profound declaration given before Jesus actually gives His invitation. In short, it is a meditation on the relationship between the Father and the Son. First of all, Jesus declares that “all things have been handed over to me by my Father”. This is a statement that will become even more clear after Jesus dies and is raised from the dead because it is at that point that Jesus tells the disciples, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18). This is a reminder that, ultimately, this world was made through and for Jesus (Col. 1:16). He has been given a name above every name so that every knee will bow to Him (Phil. 2:9-11). He is the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, and everything will be subjected to Him so that He can turn it over to the Father (1 Cor. 15:24-28). All things have been handed over to the Son. But secondly, Jesus highlights the unique, intimate relationship of the Father and the Son. It is of such a nature that “no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son”. Thankfully, by God's mercy, we can have true knowledge of both the Father and the Son, but our knowledge is nowhere near their knowledge of each other. They share total, complete, and perfect knowledge of each other. If that were the end, it might be interesting, but it would hardly be encouraging to us because we would be shut out of this fellowship. But Jesus closes with a gloriously hopeful declaration – it is, in fact, possible to know the Father if the Son chooses to reveal Him to us. Much like the Father (in verses 25-26), the Son also possesses unique power of revelation. And if He does not grant such power, then the Father cannot be known. 

Now, before we get into Jesus actual invitation, it is worth asking: Why would Jesus feel the need to say these things in verses 25-27 before offering the invitation? What is their significance at this point in the text? The answer, it seems, is that Jesus wanted to make clear – before calling people to Himself – that there would be no grounds for boasting in those who came. It seems that the Savior wanted to completely do away with any possible “claim to fame” in those who would come to Him by offering up a reminder that no one comes to Christ unless the Father reveals to them the Savior and the gospel and by reminding them that no one can know the Father unless the Son reveals that Father to them. In short, if a person comes, it is to the glory of the Father who has revealed “these things” to them. And if a person comes, it is to the glory of the Son who has made known the Father to them. There is no ground for boasting. It is not by right or power or wisdom or beauty. It is by grace. 

And with that reality firmly in mind, Jesus declares, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” There are various parts to this invitation – each equally vital. Notice, first of all, who is doing the inviting: Jesus. He invites people to Himself – not to some organization or doctrine or cause. He calls people to relationship. And this is not some terrible taskmaster making this invitation but the Messiah. This is the same one who we have already seen was full of compassion (Matt. 9:36) for those in need. And, even in this text, He describes Himself as “gentle and lowly in heart”. This is not a slavedriver but a loving Savior who has come to rescue those in need and save them from their sin and set them free. Notice, second of all, who Jesus is calling to Him. In line with verses 25-27, He does not call the strong and mighty and wise and great. He calls those “who labor and are heavy laden”. He calls those bowed down under the weight of sin and its effects. He calls those laboring under the strain of things too difficult for them. In short, He calls those in need. And notice, third, what He tells them to do – simply come. He does not urge them to get themselves (or their act) together before coming. He calls them to come as they are. In humble faith, He calls them to draw near to Him and trust Him. He explains this further by saying: “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me”. The “yoke” is typically a symbol of power and authority, so Jesus is calling us to come under His authority and submit to Him and learn from Him so that we might follow Him. We do not have to transform ourselves in order to come. Rather, we come in order to be transformed. And we do not need to fear taking His yoke because it is “easy”, and His “burden is light”. How can this be? It is because Jesus is in the business not only of giving instruction but enabling, not only of demanding but equipping. As we follow Him in humble faith, we will find that we have a Father who loves us and provides us with everything we need to obey. And we will find that we have a Savior who has been tempted in every way as us and yet persevered so that He can help us in our time of need. And we will find that we have a Spirit living in us that gives us the ability to obey as well as helps us in our times of weakness by interceding for us with the Father. The yoke is easy because it carries us as much as we carry it. And notice, finally, what Jesus promises to those who come: rest. And not just any-old, take-a-nap, physical rest but “rest for your souls”. This does not mean that all troubles immediately go away in this life. Rather, it means that in the midst of those troubles, there is a way to have contentment (Phil. 4:11). It means that there is a way for the soul to stop wandering about looking to be satisfied. And it means that ultimately, there is a true, total, final rest awaiting us with the Lord. “There remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever has entered God's rest has also rested from his works as God did from his” (Heb. 4:9-10). Jesus promises this. 

Once again, we should apply these words of Jesus to our particular situation. Most definitely, if you are hear and you are not a Christian, then I want to press upon you the blessing and joy and hope that is offered to you if you will come to Christ and take His yoke upon you and learn from Him. There is a place to come and satisfy the deepest longings of your heart. There is a place to come and escape all of the hiding and running and worrying of this world. There is a place to come where you do not have to impress or meet some entrance requirement or be “good enough”. Jesus calls you to come as you are so that He might transform you into something gloriously wonderful. Come to Him and find rest. 

And if you are a Christian, I would encourage you to never stop coming to Christ as a weary, heavy-laden person in need of help and grace. This sort of humble coming to the Savior does not stop at conversion. We begin with Christ, continue with Christ, and end with Christ. Are you weary and heavy-laden? Are you bowed down with cares? Come to the Savior? Take His yoke and learn from Him? He is gentle and lowly in heart. He can (and will) sustain you and keep you. Try Him, because He will not fail. Amen. 

