
CHOOSE - WOE OR REST  
Matthew 11:20-30 

 
 Most of us have never heard of John Lydgate, a fifteenth century monk and poet, but 
most of us can quote a famous saying that was in one of his many works.  The quote is “You can 
please some of the people all of the time, you can please all of the people some of the time, but 
you can’t please all of the people all of the time.”  I think that we could come up with another 
variant of his observation and that would be “You can’t please some people no matter what you 
do, they will always find fault with everything.”  
 Jesus encountered this type of response from some people as He taught and ministered to 
the needs of people whom He had described as being like “sheep without a shepherd.”  He 
described the reaction of those who rejected what He was doing in the first part of Matthew 
chapter eleven using a short parable about kids playing games.  The essence of the parable was 
that some kids would not engage in the games.  When the game was about being happy and 
joyful, they refused to sing and dance.  When the game was about being sad and mournful, they 
refused to grieve or cry.  This was a not-so-subtle reference to the reaction of those who refused 
to be pleased with either the minister of Jesus or the ministry of John the Baptist.   
 John’s message was patterned after what Elijah had done centuries before that time of 
“tell it like it is and pull no punches and if it hurts your feelings, then that’s too bad.”  He 
adopted the most stringent personal habits of not cutting his hair, not drinking wine, and a highly 
restricted diet as a testimony of his devotion.  Some people liked that approach.  They went out 
to hear him and agreed with him.  On the other hand, some were so offended that they eventually 
had John arrested and killed.   
 Jesus came and focused on the physical needs of people as a bridge to build relationships 
with those who had been abandoned by the nation’s leaders.  Building relationships required that 
He would allow Himself to associate with those whose moral behavior was questionable.  The 
publicans and other outcasts of society appreciated His attention.  Jesus did not condemn the bad 
behavior of the outcasts but simply called for repentance which was a reasonable expectation for 
those who realized that their lives were in ruins.  On the other hand, those who were part of the 
“in crowd” or those in positions of power were not about to change because they thought they 
had it made and repentance was not even considered.  They likely thought, “how can I improve, 
since I am already perfect?”  In contrast, Jesus did bring words of warning of pending judgment 
on those who were full of pride and unrepentant.  Many found this objectionable and some were 
so offended that they eventually had Jesus arrested and crucified.  
  Both John and Jesus came calling for repentance and their messages were presented in 
such widely diverse formats that reasonable people could find an approach that would appeal to 
them so they could respond to that call that would have opened the door for them to received 
God promised salvation.   
 The choice that people needed to make was either “stay the course” or “go in another 
direction.”  To help them make a choice, Jesus went about healing the sick, cleansing the lepers, 
raising the dead and other miracles as confirmation that God’s supernatural power was at work 
and that the call to repent was a call to return to God.  People make choices and choices have 
consequences.  Jesus warned those who continued to reject His message that was confirmed by 
His ministry.  History had already shown examples of what happens when people blatantly 
refuse to turn from evil and do what is right.   
 But, different as John and Jesus were in their styles and their messages, there was no 



pleasing some folk, as the parable of vs. 16–19 points out.  John’s ascetic lifestyle was branded 
as fanatical, and Jesus’ friendly and social approach was thought scandalous.  These responses 
were evidence of the rebellion of the Jews against the prophets John and Jesus.  Rebellion 
against God does not end well as so much of the history recorded in the Old Testament proves.   
  
Promised Judgment – 11:20-24 
20 Then He began to denounce the cities in which most of His miracles were done, because they did not repent. 21 

“Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the miracles had occurred in Tyre and Sidon which occurred 
in you, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. 22 “Nevertheless I say to you, it will be more 
tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the day of judgment than for you. 23 “And you, Capernaum, will not be exalted to 
heaven, will you? You will descend to Hades; for if the miracles had occurred in Sodom which occurred in you, it 
would have remained to this day. 24 “Nevertheless I say to you that it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom in 
the day of judgment, than for you.”  Matthew 11:20-24 (NASB95) 
 The response seen of how the children played in the parable is now seen to be 
anything but “child’s play” when it comes to real life and how we are to respond to the 
choices that God gives us.  The three towns mentioned were close together at the northern 
end of the Lake of Galilee, the area where Jesus’ mission had so far been focused. Even 
the notoriously wicked pagan cities (Tyre, Sidon and Sodom) whose judgments were 
highlighted in the Old Testament accounts would have been more receptive than the people of 
Galilee who had experienced the ministry of Jesus.  
 Would it be reasonable to expect that thinking people who had seen so many miracles 
would realize that God is real and He is at work and we should turn to Him?  If we combine the 
miracles with the plain teaching that Jesus did in that area, then it is even more surprising that 
they had decided to reject Jesus’ call to repent and turn back to God.  
 Let’s take this message and bring it up-to-date to our nation and our time.  We bear great 
responsibility because we have been so greatly blessed.  I’ve heard it said that God will have to 
apologize to Sodom and Gomorrah if He does not punish America.  I first heard that statement 
more than forty years ago.  We all know that public morality has gotten significantly worse since 
then.  We should hear the warnings of “woe” and apply them to our situation.  The day of 
judgment is coming and people will find that God is not mocked.   
 We could make an argument that the difference in then and now is that we do not see 
miracles happening in our country.  If there are no miracles, then how would Jesus’ statement 
apply to us in the good old USA?  Some people would question whether we have miracles going 
on today as confirmation that God is real and that we are accountable to Him according to His 
word.  That really should not be an excuse for us, as a nation, to have a culture that seems to be 
rapidly moving to a condition that is completely contrary to the will of God.   
 Before moving away from this argument of “miracles” versus “no miracles,” let’s look at 
the situation from a fresh perspective.  If we had kept up with what has been happening in 
today’s world relative to the growth of and spread of the gospel, we would have read about 
miracles and supernatural occurrences that are similar to what was recorded in the Book of Acts.  
Forty years ago things were happening in Indonesia where God was sovereignly appearing to 
people and directing them to other people who could share the gospel message.  Miraculous 
healings and other events were happening such as people walking miles in a rain storm without 
getting wet as well as those who had died being resurrected.   
 Accounts of the underground church in Russia and China that we find in the books The 
Insanity of God and The Insanity of Obedience state that such miracles are going on today.  
These people are living out the same church experience that we see in Acts along with 



persecution and imprisonment.  They worship and witness without the kind of freedom and 
openness that we enjoy.  We tend to marvel when we hear of the miracles and their faithfulness.  
When they learn of the situation in our country regarding the church, they tend to be amazed, 
also.  When they hear that we have buildings that are designated for worship, that people have 
ready access to the Bible (when they may have only a few pages of Scripture), that we have 
ready access to food and medicine and can gather openly for religious services without concern 
of losing our jobs, going to jail or being killed, they think that our situation is truly miraculous.  
Some has asked if God loves us more than He loves them.  They think that we are living in 
miraculous conditions since we are so blessed! 
 If Jesus warned the three cities where He ministered in Galilee, what do we think His 
message would be to our nation that has been so richly blessed over the past centuries with every 
need being supplied and unhindered access to the word of God and unhindered freedom to 
worship.  “Woe” may not be a strong enough message for us today.  Our nation has been blessed 
beyond measure in the past and we have treated these blessings as something that is worthless 
and have not valued them.  It is as if someone had cast pearls before swine.    
 
Promised Revelation – 11:25-26 
25 At that time Jesus said, “I praise You, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that You have hidden these things from 
the wise and intelligent and have revealed them to infants. 26 “Yes, Father, for this way was well-pleasing in Your 
sight.  Matthew 11:25-26 (NASB95) 
 All true knowledge is available to us by revelation.  God reveals it to whom He chooses.  
We have the responsibility to respond and act upon such knowledge.  The greatest knowledge we 
can receive is that regarding the Person of Jesus Christ.  The consequences of what we do with 
that knowledge are of equal importance to the greatness of the knowledge.   
 It was not the important people and the leaders but the little children and the weary and 
burdened who responded to Jesus. 
 We would be missing a subtle connection that seems apparent in the use of references to 
children and infants in what Jesus taught about how people responded to His teachings and 
ministry.  We remember (verses 16-19) that He used the idea of older children being obstinate 
and hard to get along with by refusing to participate in the games their friends were playing.  
(We can assume that they were older since they were playing in the marketplace.)  Jesus then 
contrasted the response of these older children with that of kids who are much younger and 
totally trusted their parents.  The younger ones are open to learning and exploring and are like 
sponges in absorbing and remembering whatever they encounter.   
 The older kids had become cynical and rebellious and had developed an attitude of “I’ll 
do it my way” which is usually a hindrance to learning and improving.  Those Jews who were 
more mature in the laws and customs were not open to what God was revealing through the life 
and ministry of Jesus.  Those who were like babes or very young children were open to what 
Jesus taught and they more readily believed and accepted the messages and the miracles on face 
value.   
 
Promised Relationship – 11:27 
27 “All things have been handed over to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father; nor does 
anyone know the Father except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him.  Matthew 11:27 
(NASB95) 
 Jesus revealed to us His special relationship with God, as Son with Father.  It is an 
exclusive relationship, and yet one to which we may be admitted, not by cleverness that we have 



to figure out on our own, but by revelation. The initiative remains with the Father, who reveals 
the meaning of Jesus’ ministry, and with the Son, who reveals the Father. 
 Throughout God’s dealings with humanity, there has been and continues to be a lot of 
mystery and things that we do not know about God.  How can we who are “finite” understand 
that which is “infinite?”  The comprehension of the spiritual realm is so far removed from our 
capability to understand it that most explanations that are given are likened to things in the 
physical realm that we can more readily grasp them.   
 The best understanding we can ever have of God was given to us in the Person of Jesus. 
His life and His character are such that He could tell his disciples in John chapter fourteen, “He 
who has seen me has seen the Father.”   
 How then does a person who has become obstinate and cynical and rebellious come to 
such a relationship of a very young child who implicitly trusts his or her parents?  We find 
ourselves returning to the fundamental truth that Jesus told Nicodemus, “You must be born 
again.”  As we participate in this Father-child relationship, then we find many benefits and 
blessings such as a promised rest. 
 
Promised Rest – 11:28-30 
28 “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, 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.”  Matthew 11:28-30 (NASB95) 
 A yoke was intended to ease the discomfort in carrying a heavy load.  But it also 
symbolized obedience and the acceptance of responsibility. The rabbis often spoke of taking on 
‘the yoke of the Law’, and under their direction that burden could become heavy.  Jesus’ yoke, 
by contrast, is easy, not because his call to discipleship is less demanding (as we have seen in the 
Sermon on the Mount) but because it makes us pupils of one who is gentle and humble in heart. 
The key lies in the personal invitation, Come to me.   
 We need to learn that God’s grace is sufficient and that it is not by works of 
righteousness that we please God.  Many in Jesus’ day were laboring under the burden of trying 
to earn approval of God.  Jesus gives us rest in that we learn from His example to simply trust 
God and He will direct our paths.  Our approach then can be gentle and we can operate from a 
position of strength that God provides.  We will have found that for which we have been 
searching and real contentment will be ours.  When we are freed from the impossible burden of 
trying to save ourselves, then we can be about the work of the Kingdom in the power of the Holy 
Spirit.   
 
 


