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WHICH YOKE WILL YOU CARRY?

Matthew  22:34-40; 11:28-30


As the Season of Lent begins today on Ash Wednesday it’s traditional for Christians to decide to “give up something” for Lent, to make a small sacrifice in grateful recognition for Christ’s self-sacrifice on the cross.  In the passage I’m about to read Jesus addressed people who felt discouraged; that practicing their faith had become a burden.  They felt exhausted and disillusioned.  They wanted to please God and help people but they felt like failures!  Do you ever feel like that?  Jesus will issue these people and each of us an invitation to become his disciple. 
What does it mean to become a disciple, a follower, a student or intern of Jesus?  Many became disciples in Rabbinical schools in the first century.  They attempted to study and master the contents of the written Law, the Torah, and the oral Tradition which grew up around it.  The graduates of these Rabbinical schools were learned biblical scholars and experts in the law.  By contrast the focus for Jesus’ disciples was not academic study, but practical service involving the work of God’s kingdom.  Fishermen became fishers of people; peasants became laborers in God’s vineyard.        
Here is Jesus’ invitation to become his disciples from Matthew 11:28-30 -  “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, 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.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”  The key requirement for potential disciples is that they recognize their need for help and be willing to accept Jesus’ yoke and learn from him.
A yoke worn by a person helps to distribute the weight of a load across the shoulders.  Something similar would be the modern backpack.  While a yoke is a burden, if there is weight to be borne, it’s easier to carry or pull a load wearing a yoke than being without one.

When Jesus’ contemporaries heard the word “yoke”, they thought immediately of the “yoke of the law.”   It was the way they sought to please God and live out their faith.  In fact in this same Good News Document, Jesus says the scribes and Pharisees  “ . . . tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on the shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to move them” (23:4).  
At least as taught by the Pharisees, the yoke of the Torah was burdensome and discouraging, something impossible to bear.  Scottish NT scholar William Barclay tells a rabbinical story about the burdensome and impossible demands of the law.  “There was a poor widow in my neighborhood who had two daughters and a field.  When she began to plow, the Law of Moses said, ‘You must not plough with an ox and an ass together.’  When she began to sow, the law said, ‘You must not sow your field with mixed seed.’  When she began to harvest her crop to make stacks of corn, the law said, ‘When your reap your harvest in your field, and have forgotten a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it’ (Deut. 24:19), and ‘you shall not reap your field to its very border’ (Lev. 19:9).  Then she began to thresh, and the law said, ‘Give me the heave-offering, and the first and second tithe.’  She accepted the ordinance and gave them all to the priest.  

What did the poor woman do then?  She sold her field, and bought two sheep, to clothe herself from their fleece, and to have profit from their young.  When they bore their young, the priest came and said, ‘Give me the first-born.’  So she accepted the decision, and gave them to him.  When the shearing time came, and she sheared them, the priest came and said, ‘Give me the first of the fleece of the sheep’ (Deut. 18:4).  Then she thought.  ‘I can’t stand up against the law’s demands.  I will slaughter the sheep and eat them.’  Then the priest said, ‘Give me the shoulder and the two cheeks and the stomach’ (Deut. 18:3).  Then she said, ‘Even when I have killed them I am not safe from you.  Behold they shall be devoted.’  Then the priest said, ‘In that case they belong entirely to me’ (Num. 18:14).  He took them and went away and left her weeping with her two daughters” (p.16-17; The Daily Study Bible Series; The Gospel of Matthew; Vol. 2; c.1975; Philadelphia; Westminster Press).  So the law was heavy, burdensome, discouraging.  
Jesus promises that if we take his yoke of discipleship, the yoke of God’s kingdom, we’ll find rest rather than exhaustion.  He invites us to “put his yoke” over our shoulders and learn from him.  Jesus offered “his yoke” as an alternative to that of the law.  The lightness of Jesus’ yoke depends on his interpretation of the Torah.  In contrast with the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus isn’t concerned with detailed regulations, but seeing beyond the do’s and don’ts to the underlying purpose of God’s will.  And as you just heard, Jesus defined the essence of the law as loving God fully and our neighbors as ourselves.  Jesus’ yoke, like that of the Torah involves learning.  The word discipleship comes from the Greek word “to learn.”  But this learning, unlike that of the scribes, brings not weariness but “rest for our souls.”  And it brings us into direct contact with one who is “gentle and humble in heart,” not one who is proud and arrogant, like so many of the Pharisees.    


Friends, following Jesus, living as his disciple is a challenge, but it’s not burdensome!  Being in relationship with Jesus, he provides a well-fitting and comfortable yoke and gives each of us a mission, a purpose, for which he has equipped us.


Since Jesus’ summary of the law is to love God with our whole selves and our neighbor as ourselves, I challenge you this Lent to add some discipleship practice involving your love for God or neighbor.  It might involve prayer or financial giving or giving of your time to some ministry or meeting the needs of a neighbor, a person in need.  As you add this practice to the yoke of Christian discipleship you already carry, my prayer is that you will discover Jesus’ yoke fits well and his burden is light.”  Amen.
