
  

  

The Yoke of the Rabbi 

 

If you’ve been paying attention to the progression of the Old Testament 
readings through the past weeks you’ve seen how the descendants of 
Abraham and Sarah have been a major theme. First, God blesses Sarah in 
her old age and she gives birth to Isaac. Then God tests Abraham in asking 
him to sacrifice Isaac but intervenes at the last moment and provides a ram 
before he sacrifices his heir. And the reading from Genesis this week 
continues in this dramatic mode by presenting the dilemma of the bachelor 
Isaac who has failed to this point to find a suitable bride. 

 Abraham and Sarah, now surely near the end of their years, long to 
see their son blessed with many children. Remember God’s promise to him 
that his descendants would be greater than the stars of the sky? And yet, 
here is their miracle son, who God promised, who God saved, and who 
now is yet to produce an heir himself. 

 This undulation of peaks and valleys is what makes the narrative of 
the Old Testament so captivating, and sometimes pretty frustrating. There 
is a common refrain in the Judges of how everything was going swimmingly 
and then, “the people of Israel turned from the Lord”. It is predictably 
annoying to watch your team rise and fall through the years and not be able 
to consistently deliver (Insert Leafs joke here). 

 But this rise and fall is not just represented in the life of Israel or the 
drama of the Old Testament, it is an everyday reality for those of us who 
set our hearts and minds on living in the way of Jesus. We follow in the way 
of Christ, we commit our lives to doing what he might have us do, we 
believe in his forgiveness and grace for the ways in which we miss the 



mark, but we miss the mark so often, and in so many ways, and predictable 
ways in which we should have learned by now how to avoid or resist. 

 We long to do the good of Christ and follow in his holiness but we 
don’t do the good we long to do and the evil that we know we don’t want to 
do we do it. And, so Romans 7, which I learned in youth group as the do-do 
passage, is such a fitting pairing with the other passages for today. You 
may have wondered where this ties in. But it fits perfectly because it is such 
an honest reflection from Paul of good intentions that consistently let him 
down in the face of his real humanity. 

 And so the life of Israel and the heir’s of Abraham and Sarah become 
for us a template for the way that we also might experience these highs 
and lows of God’s blessing. We experience breakthroughs and see God’s 
hand at work in our lives and our world, but then we turn our back on him 
and try to make things happen on our own, and sometimes in ways that are 
contrary to his will. Through it all, God’s grace and his sustaining presence 
are a constant reality even though we don’t always recognize it. 

 The picture that we become aware of is that God is always there for 
us, a constant help in time of trouble, but we are often bouncing up and 
down in worship and ecstasy one moment, to sin and rebellion the next. It 
is little wonder we refer to the infinite patience of God. As Paul writes in 1 
Timothy 1:15-16 “The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that 
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the 
foremost. But for that very reason I received mercy, so that in me, as the 
foremost, Jesus Christ might display the utmost patience, making me an 
example to those who would come to believe in him for eternal life.” 

 Have you ever thought about how God’s patience is on display in our 
daily lives? And he’s making us an example for others. 

  



 I don’t know about you but I cringe at the thought of being made an 
example of. When I was in my teen years, what my parents call “the glory 
years”, the phrase: being made an example of, was usually associated with 
what you might call negative connotations. “That’s why we don’t… try to 
open a soup can by jabbing a knife through the top lid, that’s why you 
shouldn’t… slide down the back porch railing with no hands. That’s a good 
example of why you don’t… shoot spitballs at the substitute teacher and 
make her cry, or shoot at birds with the blowgun or try to drift around 
corners in the Toyota Corolla and end up on the neighbour’s lawn.” 

Now, I know what you’re thinking. No wonder your sister turned out so 
well--it wasn’t her parents--she had all these really great examples of what 
not to do! 

Talk about infinite patience. 

We might complain these days about waiting in lines or things taking twice 
as long as they used to before COVID hit but can you imagine the infinite 
patience and mercy of God as he waits for us, as he walks with us, and as 
he grows in our lives. It’s amazing this kind of love that consistently flows 
along in the background of our ups and downs. 

And it’s in the context of the patient love of God through history that we 
should read our passage from Matthew 11. Jesus expresses his frustration 
at people who aren’t satisfied or accepting of himself or John the Baptist. 
The short parable describes children who pipe happy songs and their 
friends refuse to dance, they play sad mournful tunes and their friends 
refuse to weep. The friends don’t respond. They apparently have no 
intention of joining the music at all. John came as a sober figure, a 
teetotaler who ate a strange diet, and he was labelled demon-possessed. 
Jesus came as a lively character, eating and drinking with all sorts of 
people, and he was dismissed as a glutton and a drunkard. 

Jesus’ infinite patience seems to be waning here in this passage and he 
warns that because the cities of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum 



were the privileged sites, where he had performed miracles, they of all 
people have more than enough evidence to discern who he is. They had all 
the evidence but they chose to ignore the work of God and now their 
resistance means that they are regarded as worse than the pagan cities of 
Tyre, Sidon, and Sodom. 

And then he shifts gears and prays a prayer of Thanksgiving. He thanks 
God for having revealed the truth to infants. And he probably means here 
the unprivileged, tax collectors and sinners, and the poor. The point is that 
IQ and privilege are not the only avenues to the knowledge of God. God 
chooses to reveal himself and has welcomed and privileged the outcasts 
instead of the elite. 

As many of us recognize that we are in fact the elite--the privileged among 
the world who benefit by the best economic, education, and health care, in 
the world—we should be fascinated about why this is the case. Why would 
God privilege the poor? Why would he reveal himself to others and not us? 

Jesus explains that there is an exclusive relationship of Father to Son. It 
reminds us that we have a limited ability to understand who God is. There 
is a limit to human brilliance and our ability to contain God with our 
understanding. God is known only as a gift of incredible grace. Even our 
best efforts to understand and describe God end up in images fashioned 
after ourselves. God simply eludes the human grasp. 

So this is precisely why the “infants” in this passage are given the place of 
favour in Jesus’ evaluation. They don’t pretend to have any great 
knowledge. They recognize that whatever they have has been given as a 
gift. They aren’t judging Jesus’ by some predetermined criterion or 
expectation of what he should or shouldn’t be. They let God be God on 
God’s own terms. 

And so Jesus invites his followers to let God be God in their lives. Instead 
of onerous demands that many would have encountered in the teachers of 



the law or the religious expectations of the Pharisees, Jesus calls his 
followers to a yoke that is easy and a burden that is light. 

What does it mean to have a yoke that is easy? 

I mean a yoke, like this one: was usually made from wood with a circular 
wooden halter and was put on oxen so that they could plough fields, carry 
carts or wagons, pull loads. This doesn’t look like the image of something 
easy or light. It looks to me like, for someone who already has enough to 
do and worry about that I would be taking on something more, another 
load, another burden to worry about and carry along. 

And we’d be right to assume that the yoke isn’t a good thing. Throughout 
scripture it’s described as a burden, a symbol for slavery, In order to 
emphasize the weight of oppression, the yoke is sometimes described as 
of iron (Deut. 28:48). It was also a symbol of the burden of slavery or taxes 
upon the people (I Kings 12:11), while freedom from oppression was 
described in poetic and prophetic literature as the breaking of the yoke. In 
Leviticus 26:13 God declares, “I am the Lord your God who brought you out 
of the land of Egypt, to be their slaves no more; I have broken the bars of 
your yoke and made you walk erect.” Paul in Galatians warns, “Do not 
submit again to the yoke of slavery!” 

And of course, remember that Jeremiah was commanded to go around 
Jerusalem wearing a yoke on his neck, and he sent yokes to the kings of 
the neighbouring countries, to indicate that they, together with Judah, 
should submit themselves to Babylonian rule. At the dramatic public 
disputation in the Temple, the prophet broke the yoke which Jeremiah was 
wearing as a sign that "I will break the yoke of the King of Babylon." 

  

 In contrast to the yoke of political oppression and slavery, the Jews 
also described the Torah, the commandments of God, the kingdom of God, 
as a yoke that set you free from the yoke of government and worldly 



concerns. It was a yoke you would take on to devote yourself to study and 
following the law. “Whoever takes upon himself the yoke of the Torah, they 
remove from him the yoke of government and the yoke of worldly concerns” 

 Now, this sounds like a better yoke doesn’t it. A yoke we might 
choose because of our devotion and dedication to God. And yet in Jesus 
time, the burden of submission to the OT laws and commandments, 
especially under the Pharisees had become too weighty for the average 
peasant to bear. Jesus’ way, Jesus’ yoke was a relief because it revealed a 
person to follow and learn from not an onerous system of rules and 
regulations. 

Jesus’ way was “easy” in that it made sense, it was relatable, it was 
appropriate to his times and his audience, and it meant that his disciples 
would follow and imitate what they saw in him, a gentle revealer of the God 
who is infinitely patient with all their ups and downs. 

 Maybe during this latest season, you’ve been experiencing a closeness to 
God like no other time. For many, this time of separation, cancelled 
activities, even shut-down Church, has allowed us the time and space to 
listen and pray, to read and study, to watch and wait with a calm 
assurance. For others, we have spiralled into a dark hole of isolation that 
has fueled negative thinking about ourselves, about the state of the world, 
and affected our attitudes to friends and neighbours. Maybe you haven’t felt 
up or down, maybe you don’t know how you feel today. Maybe like 
Chorazin and Bethsaida you are feeling pretty blasé—sceptical that 
anything God is anywhere to be seen at all. 

 As I think about this season, I think I can identify with all of the above. 
I think I’ve felt close to God and had more time to spend in quiet, but I’ve 
also been quite disturbed by what’s happening in the world, and that often 
leads me to an attitude of apathy. But today I take heart in the infinite grace 
that God has in all my ups and downs. I take heart that he understands me 



even if I can’t comprehend or understand him. And I take heart in these 
words of Jesus, 

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, 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.” 

Benediction 

Here’s a word you can take to heart and depend on: Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners. I’m 
proof—Public Sinner Number One—of someone who could never have made it apart from sheer mercy. 
And now he shows me off—evidence of his endless patience—to those who are right on the edge of 
trusting him forever. 

Deep honor and bright glory 
    to the King of All Time— 
One God, Immortal, Invisible, 
    ever and always. Oh, yes! 

  

Notes on Yokes: https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/yoke 

In the Bible 

The yoke was usually made from a circular wooden halter which was placed on the animal's 
neck, and harnessed to a plow, cart, or other vehicle. Pegs, two on each side, with the neck of 
the animal between them, were tacked to the halter from underneath. A harness which encircled 
the neck of the animal from underneath was attached to these pegs. The remaining parts of the 
harness which were connected to the cart, plow, or other vehicle were connected to the halter of 
the yoke itself. The ordinary yoke was designed for two animals, but yokes for only one animal 
were also common. 

The yoke was a symbol of servitude in the Bible. In order to emphasize the weight of 
oppression, the yoke is sometimes described as of iron (Deut. 28:48). It was also a symbol of 
the burden of slavery or taxes upon the people (I Kings 12:11), while freedom from oppression 
was described in poetic and prophetic literature as the breaking of the yoke (Jer. 5:5). 

Jeremiah was commanded to go about Jerusalem wearing a yoke on his neck, as well as to 
send yokes to the kings of the neighboring countries, to indicate that they, together with Judah, 
should submit themselves to Babylonian rule. At the dramatic public disputation in the Temple 
with *Hananiah , the son of Azzur, the prophet of Gibeon, the latter broke the yoke which 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/yoke


Jeremiah was wearing as a sign that "I will break the yoke of the King of Babylon," while 
Jeremiah prophesied that in place of the yoke of wood there would come a yoke of iron (Jer. 
28). 

[Ze'ev Yeivin] 

In Rabbinic Literature 

In rabbinic theology the yoke is a metaphor of great importance. It is the symbol of service and 
servitude, and in accordance with the principle that the Jew should be free from servitude to 
man in order to devote himself to the service of God, the "yoke of the kingdom of man" is 
contrasted with "the yoke of the kingdom of heaven." The doctrine is fully enacted in the 
statement of *Neḥunya b. ha-Kanah : "Whoever takes upon himself the yoke of the Torah, they 
remove from him the yoke of government and the yoke of worldly concerns, and whoever 
breaks off the yoke of the Torah, they place on him the yoke of government and the yoke of 
worldly concerns" (Avot 3:5). The "yoke of the Torah" here presumably refers to the duty of 
devoting oneself to study but "yoke" is used in a more specific and restricted sense. The 
proclamation of the unity of God by reading the *Shema is called "accepting upon oneself the 
yoke of the kingdom of heaven," while the acceptance of the fulfillment of the Commandments 
as a whole, referred to in the second paragraph of the Shema. is called "accepting the yoke of 
the Commandments," and it is this which determines the order of the paragraphs. In Avot 6:6 
the phrase "bearing the yoke with one's fellow" means "sharing his burdens." 

  

 


