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November 2, 2014 

1 Thessalonians 2:9-13 

Matthew 23:1-12   An Un-burden to Bear 

 

When Zeb and I decided to do a three day backpack trip, it seemed like a 

great idea. I was pretty excited about it. I was excited when we mapped 

it out. I was excited when we got the supplies. I was excited when we 

got to the trailhead and put our gear on and set out on our adventure. But 

after an hour or so, I was less excited. My backpack felt a lot heavier 

than I thought it would be. Zeb had warned me it would be heavy. Thirty 

pounds he had said. That’s how much each of us would be carrying. 

Thirty pounds of sleeping bags and tent and cook stove and gas for the 

stove and cook pot and cups and utensils. Thirty pounds of clothing and 

sunscreen and bug spray and flashlights and toothpaste and oh, wait a 

second, how about some food, too?  All of that stuff on my back 

weighed more than I thought it would. I mean, I was already down to the 

bare essentials. I had no pillow, and no shampoo, I was going to wear 

my pants multiple times, for heaven’s sake. We had even eliminated the 

smores. So how could my bag feel so heavy? 
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That first day of hiking was tough. But I kept reminding myself that with 

all I was carrying, I had it easy. Because Zeb was carrying all of our 

water. On top of his own 30 pound pack, he carried an additional 20 

pounds. He carried the gallons of water we needed and he insisted on 

doing it because he told me he didn’t want me to spill it. Really, though, 

it was because he didn’t want me to poop out after the first day. He 

carried his load and then some. He carried his burden and part of mine, 

so that both of us could enjoy our adventure. 

We all have things to bear. We all have burdens that we shoulder 

through life. The normal responsibilities we have. Our basic needs for 

shelter and food.  Obligations for work and school. Family 

responsibilities to our kids and our parents. Then you throw in a hobby 

or a volunteer project or a sports team or a church commitment. And all 

those things we carry, all that we take on, all that we must do and ought 

to do, all of it is on our shoulders. And part of life is learning how to 

carry it. To juggle it and hold it all in balance. And if we can’t, if our 

burden is too great, we stop moving. We stop enjoying the adventure.  
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Maybe you have found yourself with too much to bear. I know I have. 

Ideally, it wouldn’t happen. Ideally, all of us would have the burdens 

that were just right for us. We would only have to carry what we could 

carry, and nothing more. Ideally, that’s the way it would be. But that’s 

not always what happens. We don’t always get the burdens that we can 

bear or the burdens that we deserve. Maybe in addition to the normal 

pressures of life, we must bear something more. A terrible childhood. Or 

an abusive relationship. Or an unfair illness. Or an unfair betrayal. Or an 

unfair death. An unseen weight that is always on our shoulders. 

A few weeks ago, I was at an education event for church leaders. And 

you’d think that here would be a joyful, stress-free, drama-free group of 

people. That here would be people without all those issues or hardships 

or struggles. But just scratch beneath the surface. And there was a retired 

pastor whose wife had just died. A woman heartbroken because her 

children have no faith. People abandoned by parents. Nasty divorces. 

Financial crises. Lousy jobs. Painful relationships. They were all right 

there.  Heavy hearts and heavy spirits. People carrying heavy burdens. 
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Just trying to look good, so you wouldn’t ask and they wouldn’t have to 

try to explain.  

We know those burdens are there. We have seen them. We have felt 

them. And as followers of Jesus, we are call to pay attention to them. To 

notice the weight of the world and know that that’s what Jesus noticed 

too. Jesus looked out into God’s world and he saw people struggling. He 

saw people weighed down with sickness and sorrow and the weight a 

hundred broken promises. And he knew that God had not meant life to 

be like that for anyone. And he took the broken and the oppressed and 

those bearing the weight of a hundred demons and he said, here, let me 

help you with that. And he took all that crushing, life-stealing evil onto 

his shoulders and he bore it to the cross. He bore our burdens so people 

could live again. 

Jesus set people free. And the apostle Paul knew that. He knew the 

freedom of Christ. And he knew the burdens of the world. And that’s 

what made him such a good preacher. He knew the burdens of those 

around him. He knew their hardships. He knew what life was like for the 

people in the Thessalonian church. But more importantly, Paul knew 
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what God was like. Paul knew that being exhausted and overwhelmed 

was not God’s will. God’s will was not oppression and misery. God’s 

will was and is and always has been release for the captive and liberty 

for the prisoner. God’s will, God’s plan in Jesus was to unburden the 

world, from sickness and evil and death. From all the sins of the past, 

and the idolatries of the present, and the hopelessness of the future. And 

it was Paul’s job to proclaim that freedom. And not to imprison people 

or weigh them down. Paul said, “we toiled and labored. We worked 

night and day so that we might not burden any of you.” So they might 

know the good news. So they might know grace. So they might know a 

love they had never experienced before; a love that bears all things and 

hopes all things. That’s what it means to follow Jesus. To be about the 

same work. To toil and labor for the unburdening the world. 

We know the burdens around us. Families have never been so strained. 

Communities have never been so fragmented. People have never been so 

alone, and with so much to bear on their own. And here we are, Christ’s 

church, with the good news that this is not God’s will. But how do we 

share that good news?  Do we come with understanding or judgment? 



6 
 

Do we come seeking the good of others or the good of ourselves? Do we 

come to serve others or to serve our own agendas? Do go through the 

motions of church or do we say, I see you have a burden and I know One 

who can help you bear it? Do we, who have had our burdens born by 

Christ, we who know the Lord God Almighty who has unburdened the 

world of sin and darkness; do we ease the load of those around us or do 

we add to them? 

Jesus asked the same question in his own time. He saw what the 

religious people around him were doing. The supposedly godly folk, 

who were acting in very ungodly ways. The people who knew God. 

Who knew their scriptures.  Who knew the laws and the teachings of 

Moses. Who knew their Bible inside and out. It was impressive and 

Jesus acknowledged that. He told his disciples. By all means, do what 

they say. But do not do what they do. Because-- and listen to what Jesus 

says here-- Because “they tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay 

them on the shoulders of others.”  

These godly people were burdening the world around them. They were 

adding to the weight on people’s shoulders. “Feeling unimportant? Well, 
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you aren’t really important to God. Feel like no one knows you or has 

time for you? Well, God doesn’t have time for you either. Feel like you 

are too strange or too foreign or too sick or too complicated for anyone 

else? Well, God feels that way about you too. Don’t have enough money 

to matter? We’ll see how much you put in the offering plate before we 

decide how God feels.” 

Jesus says, the scribes and the Pharisees tie up heavy burdens and lay 

them on the shoulders of others. AND, Jesus says, AND they are 

unwilling to lift a finger to move them. They add to burdens of others, 

AND they do not offer to help with them with those burdens which they 

have created. They are not liberating. They are not setting free. Not 

easing burdens. Not participating in the redeeming work of God. A 

friend of mine who is a chaplain told me a story about how she had been 

ministering to a man in the hospital. He had a very advanced colon 

cancer that was extremely aggressive. He had months to live. His 

daughter had planned to get married in a year. But when they learned 

about his diagnosis, she and her fiancé decided to move the wedding up 

so that her father could be part of it. The chaplain called around town 
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trying to find a church that would host the wedding and would there be 

any wiggle room on the prices for this cashed strapped couple? Six 

churches. Six closed doors. 

They tie up heavy burdens and lay them on others, but they are 

unwilling to lift a finger to move them. God’s creation is overburdened. 

The environment is overburdened with our consumption. Nations are 

overburdened with war and violence. The poor are overburdened with 

longs hours and low wages. The elderly are overburdened with 

loneliness. The young are overburdened with activities and school work. 

All of us are overburdened with the consumer message that money and 

stuff will save us. But Jesus gives us a new message, good news, that 

God has broken into this world and in Jesus Christ, he has born all those 

burdens away. We do not carry all this alone. 

Today, churches are celebrating All Saints Day. And saints are simply 

people who have labored and toiled to relieve the burdens of others. 

People who have actively participated in God’s redemption. Saints who 

protected children. Or started hospitals. Or stood against tyrants. Or 

spoke up for creation. Or spoke up for the poor. People like St. Francis 
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and Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Mother Teresa and Desmond Tutu and 

Pope Francis. People, who have wanted to follow Jesus. Who have said 

to the world, I see that you have a burden. Here, let me help you with 

that.  

Last Sunday, there was a party in town. On North Winter Street, we had 

a house blessing with Habitat for Humanity. People toiled and labored to 

build a home for a family who didn’t have one. A mother and a father 

and four kids had been living in an apartment. The walls had mold on 

them. The landlord refused to do anything. It would be a burden hard for 

anyone to bear. So the men and women of Habitat labored and toiled. 

They took on the burden of building and painting and carpeting and 

landscaping. They installed lights and furnaces and appliances. And they 

gave this family the keys to their new home. And the mother cried tears 

of joy. Tears of relief. A great weight had been lifted. 

The good news of God’s liberation is for you and for me and for all of 

creation. May we know that grace. May it ease our burdens. May it draw 

us every deeper into the love of God that wills to unburden the world 

and set it free. 


