
Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30 
"But to what will I compare this generation? It is like children 
sitting in the marketplaces and calling to one another, 'We played 
the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did 
not mourn.' For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they 

say, 'He has a demon'; the Son of Man came eating and drinking, 
and they say, 'Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax 

collectors and sinners!' Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds." 
At that time Jesus said, "I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and 
earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and 
the intelligent and have revealed them to infants; yes, Father, for 

such was your gracious will. All things have been handed over to 
me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, 
and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to 
whom the Son chooses to reveal him. "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." 

  
“But to what will I compare this generation?” asked our Lord in 

the first verse of today’s Gospel. Children playing a game was his 
answer in a parable, his way of making his audience understand. 

That was then. If he were talking about our generation, would he 
compare us to children playing and bickering? 

  
It makes no sense to treat the Gospel as ‘timeless truths uttered 
by an Oracle.’ Jesus was not the Delphic Oracle. The Son of God 

spoke to his human hearers to lead them to see things in plain 

sight but in a different way.  And the Evangelists, such as 
Matthew, interpreted his sayings for their readership. 
What has made good sense throughout Christian history is to try 
to see what Jesus was getting at, and to what extent, if at all, his 
words (and actions) might shed light in our darkness. 

  

Start where we are. Let me start where I am: daydreaming in a 

deck chair in dappled shade. On this bright summer’s day, my 
mind drifts away to the well-remembered green playing fields of 



home and the sound of willow on leather: cricket. From time to 
time over the course of many years, I have tried (in vain) to 
explain to Americans, bless their hearts, the Rules of Cricket. Not 
the subtleties, just the basic rules. I.e.: You have two sides, one 
out in the field and one in. Each man that's in the side that's in 

goes out, and when he's out he comes in and the next man goes 
in until he's out. Now, what could be clearer than that? Stumble 

over that, and what chance would one have to understand the 
Harrow School Song, “Forty Years On”? 

(HINT: Here is the chorus: Follow up! Follow up! Follow up! 
Follow up! Follow up! 

‘Till the field ring again and again, 
With the tramp of the twenty-two men. 
Follow up! Follow up!) 

  
Even those who have not played cricket since childhood (sadly for 

them) know that it is a game. With fixed Rules. Eleven players on 

each side = twenty-two men (or women). Every child who learns 
to play this wonderful game (or ‘sport’, I think you’d call it), 
masters the Rules. Even those to whom I have tried to make all 
this self-evidently clear have grasped that, like all games, even 

informal children’s games, there are rules. And you don’t play 
cricket for exercise, you play to win, and that requires practice 

end skill and a knowledge of the rules. Never forget that cricket 
was a game invented by God to teach the English, who are not a 
spiritual people, some sense of eternity 

  
For instance: The umpire can declare a batsman (who is in) out 

only if the fielding team appeals. So it doesn’t matter if the 

batsman is out or not, one should always appeal. The bowler 
shouts “Owzat?” to appeal to the umpire. There are several cases 
where the umpire knew perfectly well that the batsman was out, 
but the fielding team didn’t appeal and thus did not give the 
decision. See? Does any of that matter? Isn’t the essential 
guiding principle of all sport that it doesn’t matter whether you 

win or lose, it’s how you play the game? 

  



Now for the easy bit: the Gospel. How much easier it is to 
interpret the Gospel. 
  
When Jesus wants to make his point about the Pharisees’ 
negativity and cynicism, he chooses an example of children 

disputing what and how to play. Our Lord is sure that all his 
hearers will know the rules of the children’s street games about 

appropriate behaviour at weddings and funerals.  His parable 
contains no simple clear solution. His parable shows a much-
neglected facet of freedom: the positive value of openness in 
uncertainty, and that is a special freedom indeed. 

  
Did you know?? In the Middle East to this day, and certainly in 
ancient Israel in Jesus’ day, it is the men and boys who dance at 
weddings. So, Jesus wants us to picture a small pack of boys 
being obstinate. (Boys travel and hunt in packs, as we all know, 

and what one does, others follow - peer group pressure being 

what it is). 
The girls, cooperating as girls (it is alleged) do, say, “Let’s play 
weddings!” They want to be the orchestra or band: flute players 
(flautists, Mark Reitz might insist we call them), drummers, 

vocalists. They have a well-rehearsed repertoire of Wedding Band 
Greatest Hits. 

  
I think it’s rather shabby of the boys not to join in: they are not 
“playing the game”. 
  
At funerals in the Ancient Near East in Jesus’ day, and even 

today, it is generally the women and girls who weep and wail, 

shriek, and beat their breasts: loud outward emotional signs of 
their grief over the dead. True, boys and men mourn, often very 
loudly and emotionally to the accompaniment of the women’s 
vocalizing. In the Middle East today, (Syria, Iraq, Yemen, 
Lebanon, Gaza, Afghanistan), people get lots of practice in 
grieving. They did back in Jesus’ day too: violence, war, and so 

many fatal childhood diseases – all the ills the flesh is heir to – 

that’s what life was like. It is not so with us, even in this terrible 
pandemic. 



  
What if neither wedding nor funeral is the children’s game 
deigned to be played: ‘Game over’ before you even get started? 
If neither dancing nor wailing, the social rules for expressing joy 
or sorrow, are followed, what then?  That’s like taking your ball 

and going home because you don’t like the rules, any rules. 
  

The point of our Lord’s parable is somewhat surprising. It seems 
as if in the Pharisees opinion, you can’t win. Neither Jesus nor 
John. Neither penitence nor partying. What did the Pharisees 
have on offer instead? Read the Gospels! They, unlike the 

children, offer no options, no uncertainty at all, essentially no 
freedom. Rules, followed by rules, interwoven with further rules, 
and coated with a thick layer of rules (plus laws), each festooned 
with sub-clauses and footnotes. No time to weep or dance, or 
show any emotion: we must all be too preoccupied with obeying 

the certainties laid down and interpreted centuries ago. Any 

comparison with the here and now may be entirely coincidental. 
But with what will we compare this generation? In the history of 
Christianity, there have been times when that was almost all that 
was on offer. They were neither the happiest, nor the most 

Christian, of times. 
  

Pharisees criticized John the Baptist for his too austere manner of 
life (locusts, wild honey, camel hair coat etc.) – the optics, the 
question of style, were not a sufficiently pious feel-good image for 
a prophet, Pharisees said. He must have a demon. They don’t 
seem to be criticizing the authenticity of his prophetic message, 

just his diet and fashion sense. John came neither eating nor 

drinking, and the Pharisees said, “He is possessed.” Too 
much fasting, too much weeping, wailing, beating one’s breast in 
paroxysms of repentance. Bad for the economy and Temple 
taxes. 
  
And they then turned right around to criticize Jesus for his lack of 

austerity. 

The Pharisees also attacked Jesus’ followers because they didn’t 
fast enough. Jesus seemed to want people to enjoy life at the 



breaking in of the Kingdom. Worse still, Jesus notoriously was a 
friend of tax-collectors from the IRS (Israeli Revenue Service), 
and sinners. (compare Mt 9:11 and Lk 15:1ff) This is where we 
come into the picture: Jesus is a friend of sinners like us, thanks 
be to God! 

  
Jesus is accused of “eating and drinking”. I know we all are guilty 

of eating and drinking, or we would not be here. It depends on 
what, and how much, one eats and drinks in order to be like 
Jesus. Be like Jesus: a glutton and wine-bibber (or drunkard)! 
Jesus, said the Pharisees, went to weddings (Cana of Galilee), 

provided lots of free vintage wine and, one speculates, shuffled 
off his sandals and bopped the night away. How unlike John the 
Baptist. But wrong, wrong, wrong. 
  
The sour Pharisees tell you BOTH John the Baptist and Jesus, 

despite their contrasting styles of life, are wrong. There is no 

game, only laws, only regulations, only rules. By now you realize, 
clever children that you are, that you are hearing echoes of 
Goldilocks and the Three Bears, with no ‘just right’ porridge on 
offer. 

  
In Matthew’s Gospel this morning, our Lord goes beyond trying to 

teach advanced, or even simple, rules for the Great Game of 
Theology. Theology can either make you weep or dance, 
sometimes both at once (they teach that skill in seminary). Jesus 
has a basic theological principle for us to think about, and an 
encouraging message for almost everyone to help us not to give 

up but to persist. 

  
Jesus rather rarely refers to himself as the Son in Matthew’s 
Gospel. Here, and it is a passage more like the Gospel of John 
than the synoptics (Matthew, Mark, and Luke), he tells his 
followers that the Father knows the Son and the rest of us don’t, 
can’t, unless the Son reveals the Father to us. Now that’s 

Theology! But it’s Johannine theology: what’s it doing here? It is 

the key to understanding who is speaking this parable, and what 
to do about that. It is the “gracious will” of God to hide things 



from the wise and intelligent and to reveal them to infants. But 
Jesus offers the assurance that he and our Father Abba have a 
communion of knowledge and will, and that he is the source of 
revelation. Just one thing is needed. Come to me, he says, learn 
from me. And you will find rest for your souls. 

  
"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." 

  
Jesus or John? Which message? But wait: why have we taken our 
eyes off the children? Jesus chose deliberately to draw our 
attention to children out there playing in the dusty street. Maybe 
there is a clue here. Maybe we need to jump ahead to Matthew 

Chapter 18 to see Jesus pointing beyond today’s example of 

children playing. He will insist we notice who children are in the 
eyes of God, not just how awkwardly they are behaving now. 

  
“And they were bringing even their babies to him so that He 

would touch them, but when the disciples saw it, they began 
rebuking them. But Jesus called for them, saying, “Permit the 

children to come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom 
of God belongs to such as these. Truly I say to you, whoever 
does not receive the kingdom of God like a child will not enter it 
at all.” (Matthew 18:2-5)    
“But Jesus, knowing what they were thinking in their heart, took 

a child and stood him by His side, and said to them, “Whoever 

receives this child in my name receives me, and whoever receives 
me receives him who sent me; for the one who is least among all 
of you, this is the one who is great.” (Matthew 18:10)       
  
Children play, and we look to the day when our quarantined 
children will once again, when it is safe, once more go out and 

play. Their games will be imaginative, creative, fantastic even. 

They will invent complicated rules, well beyond cricket. Possibly. 
There will be disagreements about the secret but understood 



rules and about whether the game is worth playing at all. Some, 
sulkily, will want to take their ball and go home. But so what? 
Children remain children and somehow it is in children that we 
glimpse the Kingdom of God. But how can we do that? 

  

Read these two sayings from Matthew Chapter 18 again and then 
go right back to today’s Gospel. Hold the two passages in your 

mind and heart. Perhaps we are mistaken in thinking the children 
are an example of the Pharisees’ outlook. Perhaps, Jesus chose 
the example of children, whom he clearly loved, welcomed, and 
understood, as a contrast with the Pharisees. I have never met a 

child Pharisee, nor had our Lord. 
They are children and in five minutes, they’ll all be playing 
happily together at weddings, funerals, but unfortunately not yet, 
cricket. That must wait until we all enter the Kingdom of Heaven. 

Is that why he tells us that unless we become like children, we 

cannot inherit or even see the Kingdom of God? Being like a child 

(not being childish or infantile) is the 100% effective vaccine 
against Pharisaism, the pandemic of our generation. And now, 
how might you apply Matthew 18:10 to today’s Gospel? There. 
That is homework. Finish your homework and then you can go 

out and play! 

  

Thanks be to God. 
  
A poem about life after childhood to meditate upon after you 
have read the sermon: 

  

The Way It Is by William Stafford. 

  
There’s a thread to follow. It goes among 

things that change. But it doesn’t change. 
People wonder about what you are pursuing. 

You have to explain about the thread. 
But it’s hard for others to see. 

While you hold it you can’t get lost. 

Tragedies happen; people get hurt 

or die; and you suffer and get old. 



Nothing can stop time’s unfolding. 
You don’t ever let go of the thread. 

  
  

  
God bless us all. 
John 
 
-- 

John Maxwell Kerr, SOSc, 
 


