
Pentecost 4 Mark the Evangelist 

6/7/2014 
 

Romans 7 15-25a 

Psalm 130 

Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30 
 

Comfortable words  

Sermon preached by Rev. Rob Gallacher 
 

 

It’s strange how some things learned in your youth stand out ever more clearly as the 

years advance.  I’m not too sure what happened yesterday, but memories now 60 years 

old are indisputable. 

And in that category are these words from Matthew 11:28, “Come unto me all ye that 

labour and are heavy laden and I will give you rest.” I use the old language because 

that is the way they appeared in the service of Holy Communion in the Methodist 

Church.  The introduction was “Hear what comfortable words our Saviour Christ saith 

to all who truly turn to him, Come unto me…”  That was the form of the absolution, it 

followed the confession and preceded the Sursum Corda, “Lift up your hearts”. The 

word “Comfortable” impressed me. It denotes freedom from trouble, pain or a 

burden. So having faced the sins that irritate and oppress you, you come to Jesus, 

burdened and heavy laden, and he gives you rest, he sets you free. He makes you 

comfortable!  Not that these words were originally Methodist.  They were derived 

directly from the English Reformation. In 1548 Thomas Cranmer, Henry VIII’s 

Archbishop of Canterbury, revised the Catholic Mass. He didn’t like beastly priestly 

bits like “Your sins are forgiven” and substituted Scriptural sentences instead.  The 

next year,  this and three other scriptural sentences appeared in the first Edwardian 

Prayer Book,  which was still too Catholic for the more radical reformers, and they 

were carried into the even more Protestant  revision of 1552.  With very little change 

that liturgy was adopted by the Methodists, and survived, along with a couple of 

alternatives, until 1977, when the Uniting Church changed things. So spare me a 

moment of grief for the old church. It will help you understand why I get a tingle when 

these comfortable words turn up in the lectionary for the day. 

Powerful though these words were in the Communion service, that does not appear to 

be what Matthew meant by them when he included them in the gospel.  Here the 

context is quite different from the liturgy. Jesus has just spoken about the way the 

prophets were rejected, and then, as we read, he compares his generation to children 

playing a lively tune, but no one responds, no one dances.  Then comes the bit we 

left out, it is apparently considered unfit for your tender ears. Jesus reproaches the 

cities that have not repented following his ministry.  He has some very nasty things to 

say:  “Capernaum … you will be brought down to Hades.”  But rejection does not 

turn Jesus from his ministry, for the Son knows the Father, and the Father is working 

through the Son. Jesus is not oriented to the culture of his generation. He is doing the 

will of the one who sent him, the Father.  So if you are weary in your discipleship, 

burdened because others don’t dance to your gospel tune,  come to Jesus and he will 

give you rest. “Comfortable” here means relief from the burden of doing something 

good, becoming wearied by well doing,  rather than from the burden of sinning, or 

doing something wrong, as in the confession. 



In the Lenten Studies, Bruce Barber gave us a searching analysis of why our 

generation is like those who do not respond, and dance, when the children play their 

lively tune.  Or we preach Gospel truth.  Since the enlightenment the rationalism now 

expressed in the stunning advances of science, medicine and technology seems to have 

created the false impression that humankind can save itself.  On top of that there is the 

individualism that can be traced back to Descartes and which has turned ethics into 

self-indulgence.  

Did you notice how that view was exposed this week when Dr Nitschke justified the 

suicide of a healthy 45 year old man, on the grounds that that is what he wanted. So 

Many liberation movements grow from the assumption that what is right is what I 

want.  Society has no right to impinge on personal desire.  Freedom is now seen to 

consist in my ability to do whatever I feel like.   

Then Craig has given some of us two books to study, Graham Ward’s: The Politics 

of Discipleship and William Cavanagh’s Theopolitical Imagination.  They add 

developments in economics and politics to the mix, with a wonderful array of terms, 

like globalisation, post-materialism, postsecularity and eschatological humanism.  If 

Jesus didn’t like Capurnaum’s attitude, he wouldn’t be too enamoured with our 

generation either.  But that would not have caused him to change course. And that is 

why these are comfortable words. Look at the graphic on the Order of Service.  Some 

people are seeking authority from books or through technology. Others have come to 

Jesus, to learn from him. How do you read it?  Are the two parts in contrast, or do they 

complement each other?  

 I have heard many people blame themselves for the failure to communicate the 

gospel. They see themselves in the lower part, and the present generation in the upper 

part, across a great gulf. And they beat themselves up asking:  What did we do wrong? 

Why aren’t the young people like us?  Have we failed our children?  We do need to 

hear the words of Jesus “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”.  It’s not our fault, but that 

doesn’t mean that we give up or do nothing.  For there is a wider context again for this 

passage.  The chapter before this one contains the mission of the twelve: “Go … 

proclaim the good news … I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of 

wolves…..have no fear of them … you are of more value than many sparrows….. And 

in the chapter that follows Jesus heals the man with the withered hand, preaches to the 

crowd following him, deals with a demoniac and so on. It all leads to the great 

commission, the last words of Matthew’s gospel: “Go, make disciples of all 

nations….” We are responsible for faithfully proclaiming the gospel message, but we 

are not held responsible for the response to it. That is the sense in which Christ’s 

burden is light, his yoke easy.  It is a matter of faith to let the Word do its work,  to 

leave room for the Holy Spirit to act,  rather than being so arrogant as to think that we 

have to save the church,  or the world,  and that we are guilty if we don’t. 

Hear what comfortable words our Saviour Christ says to all who truly turn to him, 

Come unto me, all you that are weary and carrying a heavy burden, and I will give you 

rest. 

The two interpretations are not all that far apart in the end, for in both cases we are 

relieved of those withering, debilitating internal conversations in which we blame 

ourselves needlessly. 

  



That’s where the connection with Romans 7 lies. Pauls drives himself to distraction 

wanting to do good but making a mess of it and then blaming himself for breaking the 

rules.  But then he realises that Christ sees the intention, whereas the law reads the 

result.  The law condemns, fails, kills, but with Christ there is grace, acceptance, 

freedom and life. In the end he hears the comfortable words.  There is a way out in 

Jesus Christ. And so he Paul, is free to go on with his work and witness 

Here is an image for you to contemplate: 

An old man was sitting under a huge tree on the bank of a river. Looking down he saw 

that a scorpion had become entangled in the roots of the tree, so he leaned down and 

began to remove the roots that held it captive in order to set it free. As his hand got 

close, the scorpion raised its tail and stung the back of his hand.  The old man thought 

about that for a moment and then lent down again to clear the roots.  Again the 

scorpion stung him. As he reached down a third time, a passer-by cried out, ‘You fool. 

Why do accept pain, even risk your life, all for the sake of that ugly ungrateful 

creature?”  “Friend” the old replied, “When it belongs to the nature of the scorpion to 

sting, why should I give up my nature, which is to save?” 


