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Rebuilding Margin by Lightening Our Load

Matthew 11:28-30

Good Morning again! We are continuing our emphasis on margin, but before I do that I want to apologize to the choir. Evidently they are mad at me for some reason because every time they sing, they turn their back to me. If I have offended you guys in any way…. (Laughter) - I get the point. Well, I was debating whether I should joke around a little bit. I think God enjoys laughter. That is one of those things you can do to build margin. Believe it or not, laughter helps build margin in our lives. It reminds us not to take ourselves so seriously. It is important to take work seriously, but not our lives seriously and ourselves seriously. 

What I mean by margin is breathing room. It is time at the end of the day and the end of the week for nothing, for prayer, for relaxation, for recreation, for relating, for reading, for taking a walk, for staring at the stars. Do you have margin like that in your life? When I think of margin, I remember, as a child, one particular sitcom that I just loved.  It has been the longest running sitcom in US history, and it is still running in syndication, even though it only lasted for 3 seasons. Can you name the sitcom?……… Gilligan’s Island! It is my most favorite show of all time. 

 Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could be deserted on an island? Think about it. There’s no job to go to; no boss; there are no watches; no clocks; and no schedules. Okay, I know the hardship of not having the creature comforts, but imagine how different life would be. Some of you are getting ready to go find one of those deserted islands right now because your life is so overloaded. That’s why, when you go on vacation (if you experience vacation where you just go get a cabin somewhere or you go to the beach and you do nothing but lay there), you hate to come back. You get depressed and blue because when it’s over. Experiencing margin is wonderful and when we do not have it, we exhaust ourselves. You know, you don’t have to wait for vacation time to experience that feeling. We can’t find a deserted island, but we can kind of create our own little paradise right where we are, as we build margin, breathing room, into our lives. 

We have been talking about that for a while, and if you haven’t been with us, or are new to us, you can go to our web site and look at the other messages. We have talked about nine or ten steps - things we can do to build margin. Today I would like to talk about one that is foundational to all of them. You can change your job, prune your activity list, stop the desire to acquire, purchase a hot tub, soak in it every night to relax your body, you can go to therapy each week and unburden your mind, but unless you have this foundational principle operating in your life none of these will work to relieve you of stress. You will forever be physically, emotionally and spiritually exhausted, restless, and frustrated with life. All those principles or steps we’ve talked about, if implemented, will not hold, will not last, and your life will become what it had been before, marginless, without this foundational step taken. 

This principle is expressed by Jesus in Matthew 11:28-30 and I put it in your bulletin. Look in the back of the bulletin at the outline. (The nice thing about outlines is if you follow them (1) you understand what I am saying, (2) you know when the sermon is going to end. It is like “Yes, he is halfway through.” Hey I have been there before. I have been in the pew a lot of times.) Let’s read it together. 

“Come to me all ye who are weary and 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.” 

Let’s pray.  Lord teach us what you will and help us to uncover the dynamism, the life-giving, the energy-producing principle here, steps that we can take to own our lives again, to really live and experience life not as the world tells us but as you desire. Keep our hearts and minds open this morning to your Word, we pray this in Christ’s name. Amen.    

Well, who was he talking to? Who is Jesus talking to? Jesus is talking to those who are weary and carrying a heavy burden. He is talking to those whose lives are overworked and stressed out. Is that you? Do you live an overworked, overloaded life? He is talking about marginless people, isn’t he? Is he talking to you? What does he say? He says, “Come to me.”   In fact, if you could circle three words - that is the whole message: come, take and learn.  These are the three principles that, if we apply them, will greatly lighten the load of our lives. 

What is the first thing? He says, “Come to me.”  Jesus invites us to turn our focus toward him. Now in scripture there are a lot of reasons why people came to Christ. People came to Christ for forgiveness; people came to Christ for answers to the questions that they had. People came to Christ for salvation and for healing and for eternal life. Jesus here says, “Hey, if you are weary, if you are burdened, if you want some rest in your life, come to me.” Christ says, “If you want to rest, come to me.” What kind of rest is that? It is rest for your souls, a much deeper rest than physical rest or emotional rest. 

Our biggest problem today, our greatest problem today, isn’t sore muscles due to being overworked. Now all of us have sore muscles, don’t we, and the older you get the sorer they become. But so often the reason they are sore is not because they are overworked, it is because we are under-working them. Most of our work places do not involve the use of our body to the degree to which it keeps it healthy and running well. As a result of being under used, our muscles become sore. The more sedentary your life is, the more sore your muscles will become from just the minor tasks that you do. They say that one of the biggest problems or causes of stress today is the fact that we eat too much and we move too little. We live under loaded lives physically, but we are over loaded in our minds. We are over loaded in our emotions; we are over loaded in our spirit. We need relief from things like worry and stress and fear and anxiety and tension and guilt and bitterness and depression. Is that you? If that is you, Jesus says, “Come to me.”  

Well, what do we normally do when we feel overworked and stressed out? I don’t know if you are like me, but I usually go wander into the kitchen and go through the cupboards to see if there’s something to eat. You know, some food - get some chips and dips, or maybe a quart of ice cream, a pint of Ben and Jerry’s. Some people like to pop open a bottle of wine and sit down. They flop into the chair and turn on the TV, or put in a movie and just escape. Of course none of that really, really works in the long run. We become overweight and our bodies under used. We become sore and our lives are really never de-stressed. Jesus says, if that is you, “Come, there is a better way of escaping.” He says, “Come to me.” 

I like Isaiah 40, which says the same thing. It says, “He gives (speaking of God) power to those who are tired and worn out.” Is that you? Are you tired and worn out? He offers strength to the weak. Those who wait on the Lord will find strength. Do you need strength in your life? What he is saying is the cure for an exhausted, overloaded life is not a new time management program, it is not a program for stress reduction, it is not a hot tub, it is not a philosophy for simplifying your life; it is not a pill like Relacore which they say reduces the unsightly body fat due to stress as well as being the pick me up pill. The answer to overworked, tired lives is not a pill, but a person. It is Christ himself. Why don’t we come to him more often? I think there are two reasons. We get this idea that we can handle it ourselves, so often we over estimate what we can do and what we can handle. I think the second reason is we so often forget who God is. You see this same thing all through Scripture as well. People are always overestimating themselves and underestimating God. 

In fact I was reading in Numbers 11 where Moses is talking to God about how overburdened and overworked he is, and God makes some moves or unstresses his life. God gives Moses margin in his life. Then God mentions to Moses that he is going to feed the people quail, and Moses says to God, something like this: “God you can’t possibly feed 600,000 people plus women and children. It is not possible. This is how much food it would take.” God responds to him and says, “Is my arm too short?”  Moses underestimated God. 

I read in 2nd Kings 1 where Ahaziah, the king, injured himself in a fall. To inquire about whether he would live or not he sent a messenger to the god of Ekron.  Elijah, the prophet, knowing what the king did, went out to meet the messenger on the way and sent back a message to the king: “Why are you sending for the god of Ekron? Is there not a God in Israel?” Is there not a God in Israel? I think God is saying the same thing to us as we live overworked and overstressed lives, thinking we can handle it all ourselves. He says to us, “Is there not a God in America whom you can call upon, from whom you can get release from all this stuff, in whom you can find strength and renewal? The world tells us if you are feeling empty in your life, do more, achieve a higher level of success, and you will be happy. It says if you are empty, have more. Buy a bigger home, live in a better neighborhood, drive a fancier car and you will be satisfied. It says if you are empty, be more, be a better husband, be a better wife, be a better parent, be a better person and you will arrive. It is a phantom; none of it works. What works is coming to Christ.

Who came to Christ, in Scripture? Well, all kinds of people - little children, burly men, workaholic women; scholars, those who were kind of rough in their life, who experienced hard times; the hardened, the wounded, the rich and the poor. Have you? Have you experienced Christ’s living presence? Have you experienced Christ’s love in your life? One person who did, wrote this: “To have accepted the love of God is to be armed and disarmed at the same time. No weapon is more powerful. When using such a weapon it is the user who is broken wide open. This is a love that cannot rightly be kept in; it is bursting out love, it is a spilling out. It binds to others, and when it binds to others, it heals; it knits hearts, it builds community. It brings everything together in perfect unity. The effort to love thy neighbor as thyself probably has done more good, and more to make life pleasant, than any other guideline in human history. God’s love used according to direction heals completely and yet takes one’s life away. As a healer of emotions, it has no equal.” So if you are weary and burdened, turn your life over to Christ. Turn to Christ, focus on Him. 

Now secondly, Christ says,  “Take my yoke upon you…” Another reason we live stressed out lives is we think that it all depends on us. So we take control of everything in our lives.  The truth is, we are not in control. We are not the general managers of the universe. As Christians we make the proclamation that “Jesus is Lord.”  Jesus is God. He is in control of the universe. We are not in control. And if God is in control of the universe we also learn that God is sovereign. As a sovereign God sometimes He reverses fortunes. He blesses. He humbles the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Darwin is wrong. If you observe life, Darwin is wrong - the fittest do not always survive. They don’t always win. The best person doesn’t always get the job, do they? The best athlete doesn’t always go pro. A sudden injury often takes care of that- a momentary injury can end and has ended some of the greatest athletes never known to man. The number one seed, (as you notice in March Madness there are no number one seeds left) …the number one seed doesn’t always win. So often the underdog wins. Mercies do happen. If you watch the Olympics you know - the 1980 US hockey team  - the fittest don’t always win. God is sovereign. God has the last word and He says to us, “Take my yoke upon you.”  If you want life to kind of break your way, then team up with the one who holds the future, who can make that happen. 

By yoke what does he mean? What does a yoke do? What is Christ offering? There are three purposes of a yoke.  Do you know what a yoke is? A wooden thing that you put cattle in and they do the plowing. The first purpose of a yoke is to share the burden. So often, when people read the Scripture “take my yoke upon you and learn of me,” what they envision is that if you turn your life over to Christ he lays a new burden on you  on top of the burden you are already carrying. So not only do you have to carry the weight of your own life and the responsibility of your own life, now you have to do all the things that Christians are supposed to do- go to church, read the Bible, service. As a result they get the feeling that the Christian life is even more burdensome than the average life. It’s not this light load that he promises.  

That is not the picture that Christ is trying to paint here when he says take my yoke upon you. What is being described is, before Christ we bear the weight of our lives totally ourselves. But when we turn our lives over to Christ, He comes into our lives, He enters into the yoke of our lives and he lifts it. He begins to carry half the burden with us. So as a result, his burden is lighter. It is easier because he is bearing half the weight of your and my life. Psalm 55:22 says, “Pile your troubles on God’s shoulders. He will carry your load and help you out.”

The second purpose of a yoke is control. It is through the yoke that you guide and steer the ox. I think another reason we live overstressed lives is we lack guidance, we lack direction. As a result we get ourselves involved in all kinds of things we shouldn’t be involved in. When I look at the life of Christ I notice that he lives an unrushed life.  Twelve times in the Gospel of John alone, Jesus says, “I only do what the Father tells me to do, I only say the things the Father tells me to say.”  Imagine if you were God himself coming to earth. Think of all the good things you could do and be involved in. Begin to list them. So many, and yet, Christ  did only three things: 1) He preached and taught in God’s Word  2) He prayed for the healing of people and they were healed and  3) He died on the cross to save us from our sins, to give us a new life so we can experience Him, so we can rest spiritually. The whole purpose of the cross is so God can give us what I am talking about - spiritual rest, rest at the very core of your being. Again a lot of the reasons we are overburdened in life is we involve ourselves in stuff that we have no business involving ourselves in. We are not following God’s direction and are going our own way. I know a lot of men are involved with things like pornography or a hobby, like computers. They are wasting their lives and it’s because they aren’t allowing God to guide their lives. You can spend hours and hours and hours doing all kinds of stuff, but is it the right stuff? You could have chosen the wrong job, or you could have made the wrong choice as to who to marry. There is probably not greater burden than being married to the wrong person. How does that happen? Often it is because the person (s) did not seek God’s counsel or got it but didn’t listen to it. God could have made their lives so much lighter had they only listened to his counsel—let Him control their decisions! Some experience burdened lives because of a bad decision and things didn’t work out. God wants to spare us from all these things. All we have to do is take his yoke upon us. When we do God gives us the direction and guidance we need so that we make good decisions. When you make good decisions life has a way of working out! 

The third purpose of a yoke is for the purpose of pacing ourselves. You turn a young ox loose on a field and he will just plow himself to death. He doesn’t know how to pace himself. That happens in our lives as well. Without direction in our lives we can just turn loose and exhaust ourselves. We need God to help us pace ourselves, help us to know what to be involved and not involved in, and help us make good choices in our lives. Are you letting God set the pace of your life? Are you letting God set the pace of your life or are you living an overloaded life? There was a business man who came to America from Africa and he made this observation. He said, “You Americans have all the watches, but we have all the time.” Are you letting God set the pace of your life? 

What have we learned so far. If you want to lighten your load learn to trust Christ with your life. Take his yoke upon you so he shares the load. Allow God to guide your life and help you make good choices. Let God set the pace for your life, and again that pace is … work six and give God the seventh. Life is not a sprint; it is a marathon, and we have to take it at a certain pace to do well. The last thing we need to do, taken from this passage is learn from Christ.  Come to Christ, take his yoke and  “learn from me.” 

Now the word learn tells us that it is a process. Learning how to live the way God wants you to takes time. As long as it took you to get into the mess you are in now is as long as it is probably going to take you to unlearn all the habits, all the ways, you have been trained to think and behave by your parents or by culture or by the media or by your friends or by your spouse or by whoever had a say-so in your life. It takes time to work all that stuff out of you and to work God’s type of life into you. 

What does God want to teach us? He wants to teach us two things (and it is mentioned in the passage). He wants to teach us gentleness and humility. Why?  It is because the opposites of these are the two most common causes for an overloaded life. The two most common causes of an overloaded life are aggression and arrogance. By aggression I mean hurry, having the attitude that I have to have it all now. And if I can’t afford it, who cares! I want it now. As a result we become overextended, then we have to hustle and pay for all the stuff that we can’t afford and we get in over our heads. So often we jump into things without considering the cost. We live by the motto “Just because we can, it means that we should.” We live in a society that is very competitive. The workplace is driven by this goal –to be competitive in the global market, and though I don’t disagree with it, I think it has been pushed to an extreme. This one factor drives the workplace and marginless living. It is aggression that is causing an overworked life, and overloaded life. Ultimately it is rooted in arrogance, thinking we are the sole agents of our future and prosperity.. 

Ego probably has more to do with stress than we give it credit for. By ego I mean this attitude that “I can do it all, I can have it all, I can be it all. I can handle whatever life throws at me.”  What would happen to our stress level if we began to live lives dependant on God? If we say,  “God, I am going to live for the audience of One. I am not going to live to please anyone but you! I am not going to live to please my parents or my co-workers. I am not going to try to please the Joneses or my neighbors and not my friends. No, none of that. I want to live to please an audience of one.  I am going to trust you for today and for tomorrow and the next day and the next day and the next day.”  If we were to do that, what would happen? We would no longer wear ourselves out worrying about the future, because we’ve placed it in the hands of the One who holds the future!!

Spring is upon us and, in springtime, baseball season begins and kids get sign-ups for all kinds of stuff – ballet, baseball, lots of sports. Pretty soon you are going to get invitations (or maybe you already got invitations) for Easter dinner and graduation parties and birthday parties. I encourage you to accept one more invitation and it is this one - it is God’s invitation to you. It is probably the greatest invitation you will ever receive and here it is. “Come to me all ye who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, learn from me for I am gentle and humble in heart and you will find rest for your souls.” 

Will you bow in prayer with me and as you do I am going to have Lydia play a song quietly. What I want you to do is take some time with God. I want to ask you some questions. What is weighing you down right now? Is it problems with your children? Is it finances? Maybe it is aging parents. Maybe it is a difficulty with your business or your job, or maybe it is your health. God has you here for a reason. There are no accidents. The sovereign God told you to come. He is telling you right now, to “Come to me.” Have you ever come to Christ in your life? He doesn’t say come to a seminar or a therapy session or to church or to a small group. He says come to me. This is the starting place for an overworked, over- busy, overloaded life. Tell him about your life. Tell him about your frustrations. Tell him how you feel. Unburden yourself. Do you have problems in your life? Sometimes our friends don’t want to hear about our problems because they have problems of their own. It is just too much for them, but Christ will always hear them and bear them with you! He wants to be your partner. He wants to be your guide. He wants to be the pace setter of your life. Let him be, talk to him now. (Period of quiet prayer)

Heavenly Father we do come to you.  I pray for everyone who came, who is worn out. Maybe they have been nodding all the way through the service and that doesn’t bother me at all. I understand how busy life can be and how overworked we can become. Lord, help us to trust you. Help us to turn to you. Help us to live differently, to get on an island, the island of your presence and let you be our pacesetter, our guide, and our direction. Lord, take control of our lives! Help us to unlearn all that stuff we learned that drives us into a hurried lifestyle. Help us to learn to trust you, and live your way. We pray all these things in Christ’ name. Amen. 
