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Pentecost 21 Reformation “Like Spoiled Children” Matthew 11:16 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

16 “But to what shall I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in the 

marketplaces and calling to their playmates, 17 “‘We played the flute for you, and 

you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.’ 

18 For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a 

demon.’ 19 The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look at him! 

A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ 

Two thousand years ago, Jesus contended with the Pharisees whom He compared 

to spoiled children. Two thousand years ago Jesus was wearing a crown of thorns. 

Is He still contending with these Pharisees and teachers of the law today? When 

will this tension break? It will break when Christ wears a crown of glory!  

What shall we say? The Church is always in need of reformation. We still often act 

like spoiled children. Luther said we are all like drunkards trying to mount a horse. 

We overshoot the saddle and end up in the mud on the other side. Christ and 

John call that generation to reform and call this generation to reform too. The 

question really is not whether we need to reform, but the question is, on which 

side of the horse are we lying?  

John will be rejected because he played the funeral dirge that interrupted their 

party. Jesus will be rejected because He is not “spiritual” enough and hangs out 

with the tax collectors and sinners. Like children who won’t play a game, the 

people of their day won’t play. Will we be found with those who find the rigors of 

discipline to be demonic and so find an excuse for their pleasures? Or will we be 

found among the Pharisees who can only see the externals of people’s lives and 

call them all drunkards and gluttons? Will we take perverse pride in our suffering 

and deem ourselves more worthy because we call ourselves poor miserable 

sinners? It seems that we will be found on one side or another. Where are we? 

Perhaps the enemy has lulled us into thinking we have it straight and that might 

be the most dangerous place to be.  
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John’s preaching is that of Elijah. It remains pertinent to this day too. Repent, the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand. “Reform!” “Repent!” they really are the same 

thing. The death of John is told in the verses which precede this. It is interesting 

that John was killed by the pleasure seekers. He called Herod’s marriage to his 

brother’s wife immoral.  Jesus will not be killed by the violent of his day, the 

zealots, but by the establishment who thought His message challenged their 

authority too much.  

Jesus says that John’s word was a Godly word. If you have ears to bear it, it is the 

truth. And what was not in doubt was that the kingdom of heaven was and is at 

hand. This was the great message of Romans and the great message that Luther 

brought as well. One did not need to be a priest nor a monk, but a farmer or a 

factory worker could be serving God just as well. The kingdom of God is at hand 

indeed. You live in it with every breath you take and every deed and word which 

is done and spoken for His sake. But do we have the ears to hear that our whole 

life is now in that kingdom? Or will we always find an excuse to say “No!” like the 

generation of people at whom Jesus shakes his head?  

Christ has come to save sinners, don’t be surprised that he has found a few, 

including you. Don’t be surprised that your life continues to need reformation. 

Don’t be surprised that despite your life, He keeps engaging you and other 

sinners. For wisdom is justified by her deeds. Jesus is shown to be in the right by 

what he has done. The Cross and more importantly the Resurrection have 

demonstrated His wisdom. He has made a great and mighty people out of a 

handful of fishermen and tax collectors. These sinners have grown to be the 

largest movement the world has ever seen. His deeds have indeed been justified. 

Today, the culture has taught us that we are autonomous individuals who have 

affiliated with a faith community as an act of our free will. If it ceases to “please” 

or make us happy, we are out the door. We may not even tell the pastor that we 

are leaving.  

Is it love for our neighbor when we don’t challenge the divorce or the immoral 

music on the radio or on the TV? Or have we, in so doing, really denied them the 

ability to repent by telling them that this is not a sin? 
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If we excuse the sin around us, are we really any better than the indulgence 

sellers who did not let the people truly repent, but just sold them a piece of 

paper? To accept the sin is to deny both the repentance and the forgiveness.  

Is there a theological toleration that the American scene forces upon us? “Don’t 

we all believe in Jesus?” we say. Or we are so concerned about the rightness of 

our words or our theology that we lose sight of the fact that right doctrine is in 

service to the Gospel message. The Pharisees were terribly right in the legal sense 

and terribly wrong in the heart. 

This world tempts us to hold faith as an intellectual assent, an act of will in which 

we choose God and welcome him into our life. If we know the catechism the right 

way, we are Lutheran. But is that faith? We remain in need of reformation. It is 

not a deed accomplished, but a process that will not end until the day He brings it 

to completion.  

Many of those who bow to his authority on the Last Day will do so only in fear, 

owning for the first time that He is master of all and rightful Lord of this universe. 

But some, how many only He knows, will bow their heads and knees in solemn 

love and joyful worship. They will know this Jesus, this glorious Lord, for they will 

recognize the marks in His hands and feet, the scars He bears from that day He 

gave himself for our sins and for the reconciliation of the whole world.  

How we wait for that last day has everything to do with that earlier day when 

Jesus died. Not only does it give us hope for that day when God reveals himself, 

but it also gives us direction, energy, and vision for the living of this day.  

Here, in the middle of Holy Week in the Gospel, but in the middle of this 

tumultuous time in our own history when it sometimes seems that the center 

cannot hold and the whole world is about to be upended, here Jesus comes with 

the heart of the teaching of the Bible:  Love God completely and the neighbor as 

yourself. The Old Testament lesson articulates some ways in which that can 

happen and Paul speaks of his own dealings with the Thessalonians and compares 

them to parental love, both fatherly concern and a nursing mother’s care for the 

child in her arms.  
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In a day when the love of many grows cold and the zeal of Christians is sometimes 

most strongly felt in the preservation of a building or the retention of some 

cherished practice of their youth, these words cannot but be a harsh word of Law 

to us, spoiled children that we are.  

But as messed up as we are, there is another truth which needs to be told. We are 

the ones whom God has sent to this benighted world through an outpouring of 

the Holy Spirit which began on the first Pentecost and which continues in every 

Baptism, every Absolution, every Christian life lived in Jesus’ kingdom come. The 

alleviation of suffering, the calming of fear, the feeding of the hungry, and the cup 

of clean cold water given to the thirsty child are all things precious to Jesus. He 

loves to see these things done and His Cross has not only become the removal of 

our guilt, but also the imposition of His righteousness, a righteous garment which 

covers our life, the decisions we make, the deeds we do, the love which we 

express with our lips and our hands.  

This is not the first time Christians have looked out over a broken world and 

wondered what to do. Nor is it the first time that Christians will start with one 

broken life, apply the love of Christ to that life and something great will start, 

thanks to the Spirit of God who dwells richly in us. The scary part of this is that we 

cannot control it. The Spirit blows where He wants and our own human nature 

and the institutions we establish hate that sort of uncertainty.  

Luther and Lutherans border on mystical in this regard. We take Paul rather 

seriously when he says, “It is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in me” 

(Galatians 2:20). This enables me to face any problem. I don’t have to have the 

solution, I have Christ. I have confidence. This also allows me to face my own past. 

Christ has taken up residence in me. I have indeed sinned, but Christ has cleansed 

me. To focus on my sin now would be to forget this other and more important 

truth. Christ’s presence also gives me confident hope. I may not be the one who 

solves this problem or resolves that tension, but it is in Christ’s hands. I am simply 

an instrument. I do not need to be responsible for more than is really my job. But 

most of all, we want to say that Christ is not absent. He is not some far away God.  
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Too often we have thought sacramentally only about Baptism and the Eucharist, 

but in fact, Christ has also promised to be present in and through you his people. 

“I with you AM,” Jesus says on several occasions. 

"Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength," Nehemiah tells us (8:10). 

This tension between what we believe and what we see, between the sinner and 

the saint, between Law and Gospel, will be broken once and for all when Jesus 

wears the Crown of Glory, when He is surrounded not by jeering Jews and coarse 

Roman soldiers, but when His train is ten thousand angels and every knee bows 

before Him.  

We may be like spoiled children. But by grace through faith, Jesus covers us with 

His own righteousness. And He bids us, His children to come to Him and forbids 

them not. 

May the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the 

power of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 


