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Matthew 11:16-24 
 
In today’s scripture reading, Jesus offers us a rather complex analogy.  "This 
generation," he says, “is like children sitting in the marketplaces . . . calling to one 
another, 'We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did 
not mourn.'"  Jesus asks us to imagine two groups of children, one of which wants to 
play while the other does not.  The group that wants to play suggests a wedding game, 
involving music and dancing, but the other children won’t follow along.  Then the 
group suggests they play a funeral game, which involved lots of wailing and mourning, 
but again the other children refuse.  They just don’t want to play. 
 
In this analogy, the children who want to play (the ones doing the calling) represent 
Jesus and John the Baptist, who are trying to get others to join them.  The children who 
will not respond are the members of Jesus’ and John’s own generation, who refuse to 
follow them.  John’s rather austere ministry is likened to a children’s funeral game.  
John "wailed" (he called for repentance before the coming judgment), but his generation 
would not mourn.  It wouldn’t repent.  By contrast, Jesus' more festive ministry is 
associated with a children's wedding game.  Jesus "played the flute" (he called for 
celebration of the good news), but his generation would not dance.  It wouldn’t follow 
him.   
 
John and Jesus were rejected by many of their first-century contemporaries.  Certainly, 
they were each able to recruit a small band of disciples and at times they even attracted 
crowds, but the movement for personal transformation and social change that they 
initiated would remain a minority movement for three hundred years. 
 
Why were both John and Jesus rejected by so many?  This morning’s text seems to 
suggest that people considered them just too extreme!  According to Jesus, “John came 
neither eating nor drinking, and they [said], 'He has a demon.'"  You have to admit, 
John the Baptist was a pretty wild character!  He was an ascetic.  He lived a Spartan 
existence.  He wore clothing made of camel's hair and a leather belt around his waist.  
He wandered in the wilderness, living off the land, foraging for things to eat such as 
locusts and wild honey.  He and his disciples fasted often.  He was a prophet living on 
the margins of society.  Most of his contemporaries apparently rejected him, because 
they thought he must be mad to act and speak as he did. 
 
Jesus, on the other hand, “came eating and drinking, and they [said], 'Look, a glutton 
and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!'"  Jesus' style of ministry was very 
different from John's.  Jesus did not lead an ascetic lifestyle, nor did his disciples fast as 
John's did.  Quite to the contrary, Jesus characterized his ministry as a wedding 
celebration with himself cast as the bridegroom and his disciples as the wedding guests.  
Those who rejected Jesus apparently found his joyous, if not boisterous, table 
fellowship offensive.  And the fact that he ate and drank with the social and moral 
outcasts of his day just added insult to injury.   
 



Jesus’ critics called him "a glutton and a drunkard,” a phrase that comes from 
Deuteronomy, where it refers to a stubborn and rebellious son who could be brought 
before the elders of his town by his parents to be stoned to death.  Among Jesus' 
contemporaries there were certainly people who wanted to see him killed.  So, the 
reference to Jesus as "a glutton and a drunkard" could be seen as a foreshadowing of his 
death. 
 
Jesus goes on “to reproach the cities in which most of his deeds of power had been 
done, because they did not repent.”  He is understandably frustrated – even angry – 
that his own generation is not more receptive to his message.  Jesus gets rejected for 
being too much of a party boy who goes out with the wrong people.  John, on the hand, 
gets rejected for being a killjoy who leads an austere, solitary life in the wilderness.  
They were just too extreme.  They asked too much of people! 
 
Well, many generations have come and gone since then, but the call of Jesus remains: 
“Repent, for the kingdom of God has come near.”  Turn your lives around, for the reign 
of God is at hand.  Jesus challenges us to transform the world beginning with ourselves.  
It’s a tall order!  While we may not reject his message outright, we may be reluctant to 
embrace it wholeheartedly, because we’re afraid of what it might mean for our lives. 
 
We may enjoy watching all kinds of “extreme makeovers” on TV.  And we may be 
thrilled by “extreme sports.”  But we are leery of extreme religion.  We prefer to practice 
our faith in moderation.  Indeed, for some Christians, going to church occasionally can 
be likened to going to the doctor for an inoculation.  We want to get a shot of 
Christianity – just enough to keep us from contracting the real thing!   
 
Now, I have my parents to thank for raising me up in the Christian faith.  Just after I 
was born, they had me baptized.  And when I was a little older, they took me to Sunday 
School – even when I didn’t want to go!  They encouraged me to participate in the life of 
the congregation – the children’s choir, youth group, church fairs, and service projects.  
They were pleased when I went to college and got involved in campus ministry.  And 
they supported me when I wanted to spend two summers working for the Presbyterian 
Church as a Volunteer in Mission.  But when I told my father that after graduating from 
engineering school I was thinking about going to seminary to become a minister, he 
asked me why on earth I would want to waste my life doing a fool thing like that!  Boy, 
was I surprised!  Apparently, I had crossed a line.  I was going too far!  That was just 
too extreme – for my father, anyway! 
 
Those of you with children or grandchildren, please take note!  The Christian faith can 
be contagious!  If you keep exposing your children to it by bringing them to church 
(and I hope that you will continue to do so), don’t be surprised if they actually catch the 
real thing and become Jesus’ disciples! 
 
To be Jesus’ disciples means emulating him, following his example, modeling our lives 
after his.  It’s not enough to admire him from afar as detached, passive observers.  Jesus 
doesn’t want lukewarm, half-hearted disciples.  Jesus makes a claim upon our lives, and 
he wants us to respond with passion, with commitment, with our whole selves, with 
every fiber of our being -- body, mind, and spirit.  That’s extreme discipleship!  Still, we 
would rather not be regarded as extremists – Christian or otherwise.   
 
But you know, Martin Luther King, Jr. was considered an extremist.  Most of us don’t 
think of him that way today.  But sixty years ago, when he was advocating the use of 



nonviolent direct action to bring about civil rights in the American South, that’s exactly 
how he was regarded.  In 1963, writing from a jail cell in Birmingham, Alabama, Dr. 
King reflected on what it meant for him to be called an extremist: 
 

“. . . though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an 
extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a 
measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: 
"Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate 
you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you." 
Was not Amos an extremist for justice: "Let justice roll down like waters 
and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream." . . . Was not Martin Luther 
an extremist: "Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God." And 
John Bunyan: "I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a 
butchery of my conscience." . . . And Thomas Jefferson: "We hold these 
truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal ..."  
 

Dr. King continues: 
So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of 
extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love? Will we 
be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the extension of 
justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary's hill three men were crucified. 
We must never forget that all three were crucified for the same crime–the 
crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and thus fell 
below their environment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for 
love, truth and goodness, and thereby rose above his environment. 
Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in dire need of creative 
extremists. 

 
Dr. King came to terms with his own ministry being characterized as extremist, 
realizing that he was in good company.  All through the centuries, Christians have 
stood up for truth and justice.  They’ve challenged the status quo.  And they’ve been 
called extremists for their efforts. 
 
Indeed, on this Fourth of July weekend, it bears mentioning that the event we celebrate 
was itself an extreme, revolutionary act – the 13 American colonies declaring their 
independence from the British.  And did you know that the American Revolution was 
known as “the Presbyterian Rebellion?”  Many members of the British Parliament and 
even King George himself called it that, because so many Presbyterians were involved.  
Of the 56 signers of the Declaration of Independence, one in four were Presbyterians, 
including the Rev. John Witherspoon, the only clergyman to sign that historic 
document.  Presbyterian leaders of the American Revolution were known for their 
“restless and turbulent antimonarchical spirit,” as one British loyalist put it.  They were 
extremists for freedom and independence over against tyranny. 
 
As we come to the Lord’s Table this morning, let us pray for the strength and the 
courage to follow Jesus’ teachings, to be doers of the word and not hearers only, to put 
our faith into action in the service of justice and peace, to be the “creative extremists” 
that the world still so desperately needs.  Jesus calls us to extreme discipleship.  And 
through the grace of the sacrament of communion, we are nourished and nurtured to 
answer his call.  Amen. 


