Sunday 29th May – dedication + Matt 11:20-30

Welcome
Family News (+ birthdays) – note prayer requests
Reading – Job 38:1-18
2065 The splendour of the king (+ offering)
O Lord, how great you are.  You have given us life and love and we praise and thank you.  We offer you these gifts and ask for your blessing upon them, and upon the givers today.  And we pray for the hands that have been unable to give, and ask that you would fill them that they might have enough and to spare in the future.
We lift to you now those on our hearts and in our minds who need a touch of your great love and power…
Prayer box
425 O Lord my God
Dedication:
We come today to celebrate together as we dedicate not one but two children here this morning.  We call it a dedication of a child, but in reality we are thanking God for them, blessing them and dedicating their parents in their task of bringing up this baby.
Florence and Emmanuel, can you bring up Lillie-Mai and EJ please.  
In Mark 10:14-16 we read what Jesus said when people brought their children to him.  “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.  I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them and blessed them.
And so we receive Lillie-Mai Mbali Erasmus, and we pray – 
Heavenly Father, we thank you from the bottom of our hearts for this child, whom you have sent into our lives and put into Florence and Emmanuel’s care.  We welcome her with gentle love, and ask for you to bless her.  May she grow in strength and health, in knowledge and understanding, in eagerness and determination, in love and laughter, until she comes to know you as her Maker and Friend.  Then may she learn the joy of walking in your ways, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Lillie-Mai Mbali Erasmus, may the Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.
And we receive Emmanuel Jnr Mboso Kgosi Erasmus, and we pray – 
Heavenly Father, we thank you for this infant, part of your wonderful creation and a gift to us and to his parents.  We welcome him with love, and ask for you to bless him.  May he too grow in strength and health, in knowledge and understanding, in eagerness and determination, in love and laughter, until he comes to know you as his Maker and Friend.  Then may he learn the joy of walking in your ways, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Emmanuel Jnr Mboso Kgosi Erasmus may the Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.
Parents come in all shapes and sizes, biological and inherited by love.  
So I ask you, Florence and Emmanuel, do you acknowledge that Lillie-Mai is a gift from God, and do you give thanks to God for her?
Do you accept your responsibility to ensure that Lillie-Mai is surrounded by Christian love, example and teaching?
Do you promise to love her whatever she may say, however she may act and wherever she may go?
And I ask, do you acknowledge that EJ is a gift from God, and do you give thanks to God for him?
Do you accept your responsibility to ensure that EJ is surrounded by Christian love, example and teaching?
Do you promise to love him whatever he may say, however he may act and wherever he may go?
You have each made promises today to both of your children.  May God bless you as you seek to keep those promises in love and care.  But raising a child is not easy, as you have no doubt found already.  We do it with God’s help, and we are called to support one another.  So we ask the church, family and friends to stand.  
Gathered here together today do you give thanks along with Florence and Emmanuel for Lillie-Mai and EJ, and do you promise to offer them your love and support and to pray for them whilst they are part of this church family?
Lord we begin right now as we pray for Florence and Emmanuel.  Would you grant them wisdom as parents, patience which they will undoubtedly need, strength, courage, endurance and above all, love.  May they know your love themselves and show that love to their children, may they be steadfast in their faith that they may fulfil their promise to show and teach that faith to Lillie-Mai and EJ.  And in those times when their children say and do things which frustrate and antagonise, when as parents their resources run dry, may they act out of your infinite love and grace.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
Present certificate
## What a fellowship, what a joy divine leaning on the everlasting arms
Reading – Matt 11:20-30
20 Then Jesus began to denounce the towns in which most of his miracles had been performed, because they did not repent. 21 ‘Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. 22 But I tell you, it will be more bearable for Tyre and Sidon on the day of judgment than for you. 23 And you, Capernaum, will you be lifted to the heavens? No, you will go down to Hades.[a] For if the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Sodom, it would have remained to this day. 24 But I tell you that it will be more bearable for Sodom on the day of judgment than for you.’
25 At that time Jesus said, ‘I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. 26 Yes, Father, for this is what you were pleased to do.
27 ‘All things have been committed to me by my Father. No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.
28 ‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, 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.’

During next song children are going to leave us, let’s pray for them.
1164 All who are thirsty (children leave during song)
As Christians we believe that we are saved from the power of sin through Jesus’ death on the cross, given a new relationship with God and promised eternal life as we believe and trust in him.  And sometimes we get asked the question, don’t we: what about those who don’t believe?  And maybe we, however reluctantly, will have to say that they face judgement.  And someone will ask, ‘what about those who have never heard of him?’  Quite often, our response might be that we trust that any of us will only be judged on what we know.
And I believe that.  I believe that God in his love will not hold us accountable for something we did not know or did not understand.  And I think that includes things that we don’t understand properly.  
Have you ever thought how lucky we are to be born and brought up in a country where Christianity is (theoretically at least) the main religion?  We have, to some extent, received a knowledge of God from an early age, and if we don’t know the details we do have easy access to them.  If we were born in a different part of the world, perhaps we wouldn’t have heard at all.  Perhaps we would have heard wrong things.  Perhaps, even in this country, people still do.  
People who study theology talk about two types of revelation – general revelation, that God gives to everyone, so things like creation, and conscience, things that point us to God even without hearing about him; and special revelation, that God gives through Jesus, through the Bible, through the Holy Spirit.  And the Bible suggests that because everyone has received at least this ‘general revelation’, no one has an excuse for not acknowledging God.  We started our service today thinking about God’s greatness in creation – a creation anyone, from anywhere can know.  So all face judgement.  But not all will face the same judgement.  
Tyre, Sidon, Sodom – these were cities that did not know God.  They might have vaguely heard of him, in a second-hand way, but they only knew him as ‘the God of our neighbours’.  They experienced God’s judgement for their wickedness, because even in his ‘general revelation’ they should have known better than to behave that way.  And they were seen as an example – look at what God can do to his enemies.
But here Jesus points out that Israel have received more than that.  They have received the special revelation of God’s word.  And what’s more, they have seen Jesus for themselves.  They have experienced his miracles, they have seen God at work with their own eyes.  And yet they still don’t believe.  It’s all too easy to find other explanations for the things we don’t want to see.  It’s a trick, designed to fool the gullible; it’s a rumour, it didn’t really happen; it’s the power of the devil.  The wickedness of Corazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum is greater than that of Tyre, Sidon and Sodom because they have seen God, they do know God, and still they have rejected him.
So they face judgement.  These clever people, who claim to speak for God and claim to do his will, face a judgement greater than the judgement of the wicked towns who never knew him.  Their God came to them, and they rejected him.
And Jesus praised God because his action was hidden from the ‘wise and learned’ – those clever people who only saw what they wanted to see – and revealed to little children, like those we received today.  Why?  Perhaps because little children see what is really there, not what they think should be there.  They don’t have the prejudices and preconceived ideas that adults have, especially clever ones.  We spoke last week about the way John the Baptist as well as others thought they knew what God was going to do, and decided Jesus didn’t fit in with it.  The children just look at what Jesus does and accept it.  When he does a miracle, they’re not the ones saying ‘ooh, he shouldn’t do it like that’.  When he makes friends with sinners, they’re not the ones saying ‘God wouldn’t have anything to do with them’.  Jesus is just miracle-worker, friend-maker, God-bringer.
So the wise and the learned, having seen Jesus’ miracles, reject them and face judgement.  The children accept him and see God at work.  They receive the revelation of God.
And the revelation of God is… Jesus!  No one knows the Father except the Son, and those to whom the Son reveals him.  Jesus shows God to the world.  And that might seem rather odd, to those who think they know what God is like.  It would certainly seem odd to the religious leaders who thought God loved them more than those ancient, wicked towns of Tyre and Sidon and Sodom.  Jesus showed them that God cared less about what they knew than what they did with what they knew.  It probably seemed odd to the little children, who were used to the idea that they were only valued when they grew up.  Jesus showed them that God cared for them and valued them even in their weakness and helplessness.  
Perhaps it even seems strange to us, today.  As we sing about our great God who created the heavens and the earth and picture him revealed to us through a man – a man who did miracles, yes, but a man who was despised, rejected, tortured, killed.  How on earth can that be the revelation of God?  Where is the power?  Where is the judgement?  Where is the big thundering voice shouting “You’re going to hell!”?  
We did see it.  But it was pointed the wrong way.  It wasn’t pointed at God’s enemies, it was pointed at the people who were supposed to be his friends.  Jesus spent much more time judging the people who should have known God than he ever spent pronouncing judgement on anyone who didn’t.  To those who weren’t the scornful religious elite, to those who came in humility, followed him and tried to learn and really wanted to know, to those who were like children and accepted him without prejudice, he had a different message.
28 ‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, 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.’

Now, I have a problem, and I’m going to ask for your help, I need you to do a bit of work this morning.  Because I can preach to you on this, but it doesn’t seem right.  Because I tell you, the burden doesn’t seem light to me at the moment.  People say all the time, ‘God won’t give you more than you can handle’ – but he does!  Right now, I have more than I can handle.  I can’t tell you that his yoke is easy and his burden is light.  So what I want is for you to talk to the person next to you, just for a couple of minutes, about what you think he means by this.  This is an exercise we did at college, I figured it was worth a try.  And when you’ve had a couple of minutes, I’m going to ask if anyone wants to share – but not to share your own thoughts, but to share your partner’s thoughts.  Let’s see what we can come up with together.

Let me read that again.  ‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.’  All you who are trying your best.  All you who are struggling to keep up with the demands of the law, the ‘yoke’ which the Jewish youth promised to bind himself to in the bar mitzvah ceremony.  All you who can’t do everything they say you have to do.  Perhaps all of us who can’t do everything we think we have to do.  Come to me… and I will give you rest.
The words of the man who shows God to the world are, come.  I might be the total revelation of God but I am not far away, I am not high above, I am here.  I offer you a new yoke – not the yoke of the law and the burden of ‘getting it right’ but the yoke of love and partnership.  The yoke is the collar that goes across the shoulders of two oxen as they pull together in their work, and it is offered to the person who comes to pull in partnership with Jesus.  In gentleness, humility, peace, rest. 
It's one of those strange coincidences that as I write this I have heard several times in the last few days about whether we put extra demands on those coming to Jesus.  Whether we say, “You can only be a Christian if you do this, this, this…”  And as I read this passage I am reminded that sometimes we too can be like the Pharisees, tying heavy burdens of expectations on people, more and more things that we think they should do.  We are not to put burdens or barriers in the way.  And some burdens we hold are sinful, things God has never asked of us, things in our past; Jesus offers to take those burdens, to forgive the sin, to heal the past, to release us and give us rest when we come to him.
But Jesus didn’t say that he came to remove all burdens.  He didn’t say, ‘Come to me and I will place no expectations on you.’  He said, ‘Come to me and share my burden.  And I will share yours.  Put on the yoke that enables us to do this together – a yoke that doesn’t chafe or frustrate, but joins us in partnership.’  Not more laws to obey, but a life attitude of walking with Jesus.
Can I share a story with you?  And I share it not for sympathy but because some of you might have this experience.  A couple of weeks ago, I felt very burdened.  I sat in college and we did an exercise on what we thought God was like, and my response was that I felt he was overloading me with stuff, putting more and more burden on me – I believe at one point I even said “He’s expecting me to do his job.”  I was angry, frustrated.  I felt like the man in the parable of the talents saying, “You are a hard master…”
Then I read this passage.  “My yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  And I think, what am I getting wrong?  Why doesn’t my burden feel light?  And I think the problem is this: I’m trying to shoulder the burden, not the yoke.  I see the work there is to do, work God has called me to do, and I try to get on with it.  Do you remember some time ago I spoke about the way we try to be independent?  I looked at this burden God had given me and it was just too heavy.  He was too harsh.  He expected too much.
The fact was, I expected too much.  Because Jesus didn’t say “Come and take my burden” he said “Come and take my yoke.”  Come and take that which will bind us comfortably in relationship so that together, we can deal with the burden.  Sometimes I can be so desperate to lift the burden that I don’t have time to put on the yoke – don’t have time to come to Jesus, talk to him, settle myself alongside him to work with him and receive that rest he offers.
Do you ever feel like that?  That you are trying to live up to expectations, other people’s or your own, that life has become a burden to you and God is piling more and more things on top?  Perhaps, Florence and Emmanuel, you might find sometimes that parenting seems to be a burden more than a joy.  The promises you have made today before God may feel like a weight he expects you to carry.  Perhaps others of us have burdens which we know are not sinful to be taken away, we know they are of God, but they feel so heavy.  Perhaps you, like me, are trying to shoulder the burden of work without taking the yoke of relationship – through time, prayer, worship, listening to his word.  It doesn’t solve all our problems, unfortunately, but we do know that when we hold the burden we do so not just in our own strength but in his.
Jesus pronounced judgement on those who saw God at work and rejected him.  He announced that God’s work was hidden from those who came trying to fit him into their own ideas and agenda, trying to force him into the yoke of the law when God himself was being revealed through him to those who were able to see.  If only they would come to him, see God, learn God’s ways and work alongside him.  If only we would come to Jesus and see God as he is, not as a harsh master but as a gentle brother; a King who comes alongside his subject and shares the burden he places on them.  If only we would focus on the yoke, not the burden, we would find that he takes the strain. 
Let us pray.
Father, thank you that we have been given the knowledge and revelation of you in Jesus Christ.  May we realise our responsibility, having seen you, to accept and trust in you.  May we not try to fit you into our own preconceptions but know you as you reveal yourself to us in new and growing ways.  And as we come to you with those things that weigh us down, sometimes of our own making and sometimes of you, may we not try to shoulder our burdens alone.  As we focus on the easy yoke you offer, the yoke of love and relationship, may we find that our burdens are easier and we are not alone but working alongside you.  Would you bless, strengthen and hold us through your Holy Spirit, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
215 I heard the voice of Jesus say
 

