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REST FOR THE WEARY (AND HEAVY LADEN)
Matthew 11:28-30; Proper 9A; Pentecost 6A; July 4-5, 2026

We are celebrating our country’s 250" anniversary of freedom from
British rule, initiated by the signing of the Declaration of Independence
on July 4%, 1776. What led up to this?

The British had imposed taxes on imports to the American
colonies, especially on tea that could be purchased only from a British
monopoly, which led to the “Boston Tea Party” in 1774. The British
parliament responded to that by passing a series of “Intolerable
(Coercive) Acts,” laws punishing the American colonies. New taxes
were imposed without American representation; colonists were forced to
house British troops at their own expense; control of local government
was taken away. The acts especially targeted Massachusetts for the tea
thrown into Boston harbor, blockading Boston until they paid for the tea.

The First Continental Congress formed to address these burdens. They
sent a Petition to the King for reconciliation, asking him to repeal the
“intolerable acts” and restore their rights as British citizens in the
American colonies. King George III rejected the Petition, and British
troops were sent in to enforce the acts. Instead of causing the Americans
to submit, this unified the American colonies against the British. Militias
were formed and supplies were secured for self-defense. In 1775,
American civilian militia fought Redcoats, British regular troops, at
Lexington and Concord. After King George refused to receive a final
“olive branch” petition the Americans sent to him, on July 4", 1776, the
Second Continental Congress signed the Declaration of Independence.
Americans 250 years ago felt they were burdened intolerably by the
British crown and sought relief from him.

In contrast to that, today we heard Jesus say to those wearied and
heavy laden to come to Him for rest. “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.” The Revolutionary War started because Americans wearied of
burdens imposed on them by the British and fought to cast them off after
King George refused to consider the Americans’ petitions.
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Jesus’ response to our need for relief is the opposite. Come to Me, He
says. To come to Jesus takes faith in Jesus. This faith is based on who
Jesus is and what He was willing to do for us. God became man in Jesus
Christ. God’s Son willing left His heavenly home and assumed our sins
and their consequences, our suffering and death. This is what makes it
possible for us to accept His invitation and come to Him. We can’t
ascend to heaven to be with God, so God came down to be with us.

The American colonists reached out to their king, who lived in a
palace across the broad Atlantic Ocean. To send a letter of petition
and get his response took months in those days, and getting in to see
the king for a hearing was unlikely. There was no chance that the
king would come to America to listen to them, and he was unwilling
finally to grant the requests of his American subjects.

The Lord Jesus came to us so we can come to Him at His
invitation. “Come to Me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and 1
will give you rest.” The word “labor” here has the sense of being weary
from hard work. The word for “heavy laden” is translated later as
“burden” when Jesus said His “burden is light.” Imagine being loaded
down with something, unable to put it down, becoming weary and tired
until you collapse.

We get an example of this from the passion of Jesus when He
collapsed under the weight of the cross He had to carry to the place of
His execution. Weary from lack of sleep, food or drink since the

night before, multiple beatings and a Roman scourging, Jesus fell
exhausted and no longer able to bear the cross. The Romans then
compelled a man name Simon of Cyrene to carry if for Jesus.

When Jesus invites all who labor and are heavy laden to come to Him,
He promises rest. How this rest becomes ours is described in what
appears to be a contradiction. “Take My yoke upon you... and you will
find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy, and My burden is
light.” A “yoke” is something placed around the neck of a work animal
like a donkey, horse, or ox so it can pull a heavy load. How can putting
on Jesus’ yoke give us rest? In what sense is His yoke “easy” and His
burden “light”? Jesus yoked Himself to be heavy laden with our burdens
and He carried them to the cross.
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The familiar words of Isaiah 53 paint a picture of it.

Surely He has borne our griefs
and carried our sorrows;
yet we esteemed Him stricken,
smitten by God, and afflicted.
But He was pierced for our transgressions;
He was crushed for our iniquities;
upon Him was the chastisement that brought us peace,
and with His wounds we are healed...
And the LORD has laid on Him
the iniquity of us all (53:4-5, 6b).

The burdens Jesus carried to the cross belonged to us, not Him, yet He
made them His own for our sake. Being yoked to Jesus means He carries
the burdens for us. That’s why His yoke is easy and His burden is light.

The burdens that make us weary are many and varied in this life.
They can be physical, emotional, and spiritual. Physically, we suffer
from sin and its consequences, such as sicknesses, weakness, and death.
We suffer emotionally as we are burdened with sorrow over what we
have lost or will lose. We have troubled minds; feelings of hopelessness
in this life weary and wear us down. Spiritually we suffer the burden of
guilt over the sins we have committed against others and the sins others
committed against us. We are covered in the filth of sin that we cannot
wash away. The threat of chastisement we deserve from God and others
for our sins wears on us.

Our flesh 1s weak and we know our sins. We know we should resist the
temptations that plague us, and yet we keep returning to the same sins.
As St. Paul wrote in Romans 7. “For I know that nothing good dwells
in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right,
but not the ability to carry it out. For I do not do the good I want,
but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing” (7:18-19). We are
heavy laden, exhausted physically, emotionally, and spiritually.

Jesus knows that we labor and are heavy laden with these things and
says to us, “Come to Me... and I will give you rest.” In Jesus we can
rest from our burdens because He carries them for us.



Rev. Anthony T. Bertram

What ails us physically, He endured to the point of death on a cross, rose
to life victorious and will raise us to life in glorious bodies like His one
day. Our bodies rest in Jesus.

What ails us emotionally, Jesus suffered and carried to the cross. We
hear our anguish in His emotional cry from the cross. “My God, My
God, why have You forsaken Me?” (Mt 27:46; Ps 22:1). Jesus knows what
we are going through because He went through it with us and for us. Our
souls can rest in Jesus.

Jesus saves us from our spiritual failures and burdens. As the spotless
Lamb of God, He took away our sins, suffered as the guilty One in our
place, and paid in full for our sin by His blood. Our guilt is taken away,
our punishment removed, and our sins forgiven for His sake. The filth of
sin that clings to our flesh has been washed away by the blood of Christ.
We rest in the forgiveness of our sins.

How we receive freedom from our physical, emotional, and
spiritual burdens 1s different from how the United States of America
became independent. Americans appealed to their king for freedom from
the burdens imposed on them, but he denied them and multiplied the
burdens. Jesus saw the burdens we carry because of our own sinful faults
and came to us to carry them for us.

Americans had to fight for their freedom. Some founding fathers were
the richest men of the colonies. They risked everything they had by
opposing their king. Many Americans lost everything, including their
lives, for the sake of freedom. Jesus, our King, came to fight and win our
freedom for us. He gave everything He had to save us. Jesus carried our
physical, emotional, and spiritual burdens. Jesus suffered our death and
rose victorious to gain our independence from sin, death, and the devil.

On this side of heaven, we will continue to labor to the point of
weariness and remain heavy laden as mortal sinners. Yet there is rest
even now for the weary and heavy laden. Jesus, gentle and lowly in
heart, knows our condition and has compassion for us. Hear and trust
His invitation and promises: “Come to Me, all who labor and are
heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” Amen.



