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CFCW – 05/17/2015 
 

“A Rejected Messiah” 
(Matthew 11:16-24) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Any notion that God is a Judge who will ultimately punish sin is unpopular in our day.  Most 
people seem allergic to even the idea of judgment.  But the fact that God’s judgment is not popular is 
not surprising because God’s judgment has never been popular.  You will see this as you study the OT.  
In the days of Jeremiah, the priests and false prophets of Judah promised that God would not send 
judgment.  Instead, they proclaimed God was at peace with Judah.  But God pronounced His judgment 
upon them and upon all the people in Jeremiah 6:13-15: 
 
Jeremiah 6:13-15- “For from the least to the greatest of them, everyone is greedy for unjust gain; and 
from prophet to priest, everyone deals falsely. 14 They have healed the wound of my people lightly, 
saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ when there is no peace. 15 Were they ashamed when they committed 
abomination? No, they were not at all ashamed; they did not know how to blush. Therefore they shall fall 
among those who fall; at the time that I punish them, they shall be overthrown.’” 
 

God had been patient with the people of Judah urging them to repent.  But because they 
refused to repent they would be punished.  This is one of the great themes of the Old Testament: God’s 
judgment falls on those who reject His mercy.  The people of Noah’s day rejected God’s mercy in the 
form of the ark and they perished in the great flood.  Lot’s sons-in-law refused to flee with him from 
Sodom and they were consumed.  Those in Israel who were bitten by the fiery serpents but refused to 
look at the bronze serpent Moses had made died in the wilderness.  And in Jeremiah’s day, the people 
of Judah refused to repent even though God warned them of destruction.  They were overthrown by 
Babylon in 586 B.C. 
 As we look at our passage for study this morning, we will see this theme of God’s judgment 
against those who refuse to repent of their sin.  But even as we consider God’s judgment, we will also 
rejoice in Jesus Christ who delivers us from God’s judgment. 
    
Background 
 
 This morning we are continuing our study of Matthew 11-12.  In these chapters, Matthew brings 
together a series of events that took place during Jesus’ ministry in Galilee.  When you look at these 
chapters together, it becomes clear that Jesus wasn’t the kind of Messiah the people of Israel were 
expecting.  As we have seen, even John the Baptist had doubts concerning Jesus (11:1-6).  Because Jesus 
wasn’t the kind of Messiah the people were anticipating, He faced widespread rejection.  That reality 
becomes very clear in our passage for study this morning.  In Matthew 11:16-24, Jesus responds to the 
men and women of His generation who refused to repent and follow Him.  
 
MIM: Those who reject Jesus will suffer God’s judgment.   
 
This morning we will see three reasons why people reject Jesus: 
-Natural man disapproves of God 
-Natural man does not believe God 
-Natural man is proud 
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What does it mean to reject Jesus? (11:20) 
 
 Looking at 11:16-24, you see that Jesus is responding to the rejection He experienced during His 
ministry in Galilee.  But before we work through our passage this morning, I want us to begin by asking 
the question: “What does it mean to reject Jesus?”  I think we are given the answer to that question in 
11:20, where Jesus says: 
 
Matthew 11:20 – “Then he began to denounce the cities where most of his mighty works had been done, 
because they did not repent.” 
 

The kind of rejection Jesus is responding to is the fact that even though multitudes flocked to Him 
and heard Him gladly, they ultimately rejected His message—“Repent for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand” (4:17).  Jesus ministry was one of calling people to repentance.  In the words of Leon Morris, 
Jesus was “calling for people to change their whole direction away from sin and toward God.”1  In 11:16-
19, we see that the people of Jesus’ “generation” (11:16) didn’t respond to either John the Baptist’s or 
Jesus’ calls for repentance.  And in 11:21-24, we see in particular that the people of Chorazin, Bethsaida, 
and Capernaum, the three cities in Galilee which witnessed most of Jesus’ miracles, rejected Jesus’ 
message of repentance.   
 
Principle: To refuse to repent (to turn away from sin and to God) is to reject Jesus.  So, it doesn’t 
matter if you say that you like Jesus.  It doesn’t matter if you admire Jesus’ teaching.  It doesn’t matter if 
you call yourself a Christian.  It doesn’t matter if your theology is orthodox.  It doesn’t even matter if you 
are amazed by Jesus’ miracles and believe He rose from the dead.  If you do not repent of your sins and 
follow Jesus then you are rejecting Jesus.   
 
Let’s look at our passage together and note three reasons why people reject Jesus: 
 

I. Natural man disapproves of God (11:16-19) 
 
Matthew 11:16-19- “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!’ Yet wisdom is justified by her deeds.” 
 

A. When I say “natural man,” I am referring to unsaved men and women—those who do not 
have a saving relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  The message of the Bible is that 
even though we were created by God, you and I were born sinful and at enmity (warfare; 
hostility) with God (cf. Col. 1:21).  One of the ways this enmity shows itself is through a 
disapproval of God and His word.  And disapproval is what we see when we look at 11:16-
19. 
 

Let’s look at our passage more closely… 
 

                                                           
1
 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew in PNTC (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 1992), 288. 
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B. In 11:16-17, Jesus gives something of a parable describing the men and women of His 
generation.  He says those who had rejected Him and John the Baptist were like certain 
unhappy children He had seen in the marketplace.  In first century Israel, both marriage 
and funerals were major events in the life of the community.  At marriages the men would 
be dancing and singing and at funerals the women would be wailing loudly and so it was 
natural for children in the marketplace to play games imitating those events.2  But Jesus says 
the people of his generation were like children who would not participate in the games.  
Their friends would play a flute pretending to be at a wedding, but they wouldn’t dance.  
Then their friends would sing a dirge pretending to be at a funeral, but they wouldn’t wail 
and mourn.  They refused to participate either in the happiness of their friends’ pretend 
wedding or the sadness of their friends’ pretend funeral.   

 
C. Jesus is saying that that is how the men and women of His day had treated Him and John the 

Baptist.  In 11:18, describing John’s manner of ministry, Jesus says, “John came neither 
eating nor drinking” (11:18). He was referring to John’s asceticism.  John wore 
uncomfortable garments of camel’s hair and he ate a Spartan diet of locusts and wild honey 
(cf. Matt 3:4).  His message was rough call to repentance for sin.  John’s ministry was more 
like a funeral.  But the people rejected John.  His manner of living was too strict and so they 
accused him of being demon-possessed.   Ultimately, John was thrown into prison. 

 
D. On the other hand, in 11:19, Jesus described His own manner of ministry: “The Son of Man 

came eating and drinking.”  In other words, Jesus’ use of food and drink was just like 
everyone else’s in the society.  Jesus was gracious and kind.  His ministry was more like a 
wedding (“bridegroom”; Matt.  9:15).   But the people did approve of Jesus either.   As a 
rabbi, they felt He should be MORE ascetic.  The religious leaders in particular hated the 
way that Jesus went to parties and ate with people who weren’t strict in their observance of 
the Law. 3 And so people slandered Jesus- “Look at him!  A glutton and a drunkard, a friend 
of tax collectors and sinners!”       

 
So whether it was the strict asceticism of John or the social lifestyle of Jesus, people criticized both 
and disapproved of both.   
 
Now when you think about it, this is amazing.  Like the sun and the moon, Jesus and John the Baptist 
were the two great lights of their generation.  But the people didn’t have eyes to see it.  They did not 
approve of John the Baptist or Jesus. 
 
Why didn’t they approve of John the Baptist and Jesus?   
 
Ultimately, both John the Baptist and Jesus were rejected because they represented God and God’s 
word and natural man disapproves of God.   
 
Romans 1:18- “For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but 
they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.”    

                                                           
2
 John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15 in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 

1987), 261. 
 
3
 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew in PNTC, 286. 
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According to the Bible sin has affected us profoundly.  Because sin has affected our minds, natural men 
and women do not think correctly.  They do not value and honor God as they should (Rom. 1:18).  They 
disapprove of God and His Law.   
 
And the hearts of natural men and women are twisted by sin as well.  Fallen men and women love 
their sin.  And because they disapprove of God and love sin, they reject God and those who speak for 
God.  This is what the people of Jesus’ day had done to Jesus and John the Baptist. 
 
Illustration:  We see this disapproval of God in our culture as well.  Looking at the national headlines it is 
clear that our culture by-in-large disapproves of God and God’s word. 
 

1. Our culture disapproves of biblical morality (the moral standards God has given us in the Bible).  
The Sexual Revolution begun in the 1960’s has only been picking up steam since that time.  The 
redefinition of traditional marriage is in its sights right now, but no one knows how far our 
culture will go in terms of rejecting a biblical morality.   

 
2. Our culture disapproves of biblical exclusivity.  The unpardonable sin in our day is actually 

holding convictions and sticking by them.  Our culture is fine with people who claim to be 
Christians, as long as those Christians do not say that Jesus is the only way to be saved.  But as 
soon as someone says only Christians will go to heaven, they are immediately charged with 
being narrow and intolerant.  And, of course, those who are not “tolerant” are not to be 
tolerated. 

 
Observation:  We also need to realize that people are not objective and fair in their disapproval of God.  
That is what Jesus seems to be pointing out in this parable.  On one hand the people of Galilee criticized 
John for being too ascetic and strict.  But then they immediately turned and slandered Jesus, accusing 
Him of living too loosely.  Jesus point is that they weren’t really being fair in their criticism.  They 
couldn’t be pleased.  As one commentator put it:  
 
“The plain fact is that when people do not want to listen to the truth, they will easily enough find an 
excuse for not listening.  They do not even try to be consistent in their criticism.  They will criticize the 
same person and the same institution from quite opposite grounds and reasons.  If people are 
determined to make no response, they will remain stubbornly and sullenly unresponsive no matter what 
invitation is made to them.”4   
 
Application:  If you are here this morning and you are not a Christian, we are glad you are with us.  I 
want to ask you a question.  Have you ever honestly considered the claims of Christianity?  Have you 
ever sat down with the Bible and looked at the history of Jesus’ life and examined the claims He made 
concerning Himself?  If you haven’t, I would encourage you to do that.  But as you do so be on guard 
against the temptation to dismiss Jesus from the start and then search through the Bible for reasons 
to reject Jesus.  Be honest in your examination of the claims of Jesus.  Jesus claims to be God and Jesus 
does things that only God can do.  What do you make of that?   
 
Application:  If you have already decided that Christianity isn’t true, I wonder if you have considered the 
possibility that you might have MOTIVES for rejecting the claims of Christianity.  While we all like to 
think that we are objective and reasonable, we all have motives and desires that affect the way we 

                                                           
4
 William Barclay, cited in John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15, 262. 
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think.  There are reasons why people don’t WANT Christianity to be true.  If Jesus is God then that 
changes everything doesn’t it?   
 

 You can’t live the way you want to live, but you must instead live the He wants you to 
live.   
 

 If you were to believe in Jesus, then your peers might ridicule you and label you 
‘ignorant’ and ‘unintelligent’. 

   

 You would also risk the rejection of the broader culture that sees Christianity as narrow 
and bigoted.   

 

 You would face persecution.   
 
You see, there is a cost to following Jesus.  And because there is a cost to following Jesus, many 
people do not WANT to follow Jesus.  And because they do not WANT to follow Jesus, they find 
reasons not to follow Him.   
 
In other words, not everyone is intellectually honest when they come to evaluate the claims of Jesus.  
If they were more honest with themselves, they might have to admit something similar to what the 19th 
century agnostic philosopher Aldous Huxley once admitted: 
 
‘Is the universe possessed of value and meaning?  I took for granted that there was no meaning.  I had 
motives for not wanting the world to have a meaning.  Most ignorance is invincible ignorance—we 
don’t know because we don’t want to know.”5 
 
Friend, let me encourage you to evaluate your heart and give Jesus and the Bible another look.  
Millions upon millions of people around the world even today say that Jesus has dramatically changed 
their lives and given them hope.  Jesus is worthy of an honest assessment.   
 
Application to Christians- We should not be surprised by the disapproval of the world.  Both John the 
Baptist and Jesus were ultimately rejected by their generation.  If we face public disapproval because 
we stand on the principles and clear teaching of God’s word, so be it.  We must not let the disapproval 
of others keep us from faithfully serving God.  Jesus didn’t.   
Jesus knew that only what God thinks of us ultimately matters.  Look at the last part of 11:19 where 
Jesus says- “wisdom is justified by her deeds.”   Jesus knew that both He and John lived the kind of life 
that demonstrated godly wisdom and He could trust His heavenly Father to vindicate Him, even if the 
men and woman of this world slandered Him.  In the same way, you and I can follow Jesus even though 
this world will disapprove of us.  We can trust our lives and our reputations to God because “wisdom 
is justified by her deeds.”    
  
In our passage, we see that people reject Jesus because they disapprove of Him.  Natural man 
disapproves of God.  But we also see…   
 
 

                                                           
5
 Cited in Iain Murray, David Martyn Lloyd-Jones: The Fight of Faith (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust: 

1990), 57. 
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II. Natural man does not believe God (11:21-22) 
 
Matthew 11:21-22- “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you 
had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. 22 But I tell 
you, it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you.” 
 

A. In 11:21, Jesus begins to speak directly to the cities where He performed most of His 
miracles and rebukes them for not repenting (cf. 11:20).  “Chorazin” was a town about two 
miles northwest of Capernaum.  “Bethsaida” was the home of three of Jesus’ disciples- 
Peter, Andrew, and Philip.6   These cities had seen Jesus’ powerful miracles and they should 
have responded in repentance and faith.  But they did not.  So Jesus pronounces a “Woe” 
upon them.  The word “woe” here speaks of doom and judgment.  It is a warning.7  
 

B. In 11:21b, we see why Jesus condemns these cities- “For if the mighty works done in you had 
been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes.”  
Tyre and Sidon were pagan nations to the Northwest of Israel.  The OT prophets denounced 
Tyre and Sidon repeatedly (Isa. 23; Ezek. 26; Amos 1:9-10).  They were evil, idolatrous 
nations.  But Jesus says that would have repented in “sackcloth and ashes” like Nineveh did 
in the days of Jonah (cf. Jon. 3:6), if Jesus had performed such mighty miracles there. 

 
C. Then in 11:22, Jesus gives a stark warning to the Jews of Chorazin and Bethsaida—it would 

be more bearable on the Day of Judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for them.  Now the Jews 
of the first century believed the Day of Judgment was going to be a good day for them 
primarily because they were Jews—the descendants of Abraham.  They were sure God was 
going to exalt them and punish all the evil pagan nations—but they were wrong.  Because 
they had had so much access to the truth, but had rejected it, Jesus said they would be 
punished more severely than pagan nations like Tyre and Sidon. 

 
There is a lot we could say from this passage, but what I want us to focus on this morning is the 
UNBELIEF of Chorazin and Bethsaida.  According to Jesus, the people of these cities had enough 
evidence in Jesus’ miracles.  They should have believed His message.  They should have received Jesus as 
the Messiah and repented of their sins.  But they did not.  The unbelief of Chorazin and Bethsaida kept 
them from salvation.  But we are not surprised by this because the Bible teaches that natural man 
does not believe God.  The Bible teaches that fallen men and women are spiritually blind and unable 
to perceive spiritual truth and so they reject God.   
 
1 Corinthians 2:14- “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly 
to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.” 
 
2 Corinthians 4:3-4- “And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. 4 In their 
case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of 
the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” 
 

                                                           
6
 D.A. Carson, “Matthew” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 273. 

 
7
 Ibid.  
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What did the unbelief of Chorazin and Bethsaida look like?  It looked like APATHY.  Jesus did mighty 
wonders in these cities and great crowds gathered to witness them.  They thought it was all very 
amazing, but when Jesus began to preach about repentance, they simply walked away.  They were 
apathetic.  They had better things to do.   
 
Application:  And that is what unbelief often looks like today.  Young people, let me speak to you about 
this.  I know that most of you are not violently rejecting the Gospel.  But are you ignoring the Gospel?  
Do you hear this message about Jesus and His work on the cross, but not let it affect you.  Do you think, 
“That’s interesting and all, but I want to have fun.  I will get serious about religion later.”  You need to 
realize that to be apathetic towards the Gospel is to reject the Gospel—it is to reject Jesus.  You must do 
something with the Gospel.  You should listen to the Gospel.  You should consider it.  And you should 
respond in faith.  You should turn from your sins and trust in Jesus today!   
 
Application:  Christians, just as non-Christians are responsible to respond to the truth of the Gospel and 
are judged when they do not, so you and I are responsible for what we do with God’s word.  James 1:22 
tells us to be doers of the word and not hearers only deceiving ourselves.  So take stock of your life for a 
minute.  Are you better for the teaching of God’s word you have received?  Consider the last year:  
Have you grown as a Christian as a result of hearing and responding to God’s word?  Or are the words 
of Scripture simply passing through your mind like water through a pipe causing no benefit and 
making no lasting change?  It would be a terrible waste to sit under the teaching of God’s word year 
after year, but never grow.  Living things grow.  Are you growing?   
 
So we see a second reason people reject Jesus is because of unbelief.  More briefly, we also see… 
 

III. Natural Man is proud (11:23-24) 
 
Matthew 11:23-24- “And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will be brought down to 
Hades. For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have remained until this 
day. 24 But I tell you that it will be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of Sodom than for 
you.” 
 

A. In 11:23, Jesus rebukes the people of the city of Capernaum, who had also rejected Him.  
Capernaum was Jesus’ base of operation in Galilee.   In Capernaum, Jesus raised Jairus’ 
daughter from the dead, healed Peter’s mother-in-law, restored sight to two blind men, and 
did many other mighty works as well. 
  

B. Yet, despite all these displays of divine authority, the people of Capernaum rejected Jesus.  
Why?  Because they were proud.  In 11:23b, Jesus asks a rhetorical question, “[W]ill you be 
exalted to heaven?”   The city of Capernaum was prosperous and, as Jews, the people of 
Capernaum thought that they were God’s special people.  They did not need to repent.  
They weren’t evil sinners like other nations.  They were special. 
   

C. But they were wrong.  Jesus says that they would be “brought down to Hades.”  They would 
face judgment because of their sins.  In fact, they would face a greater judgment than 
Sodom on the Day of Judgment.  Sodom was a notoriously wicked city in the OT that was 
consumed by the fire God’s judgment.  But Jesus says that if the people of Sodom had 
witnessed His miracles, the city of Sodom would not have been destroyed because they 
would have repented.   
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From this we see what a great enemy pride is.  Pride caused the people of Capernaum to reject Jesus.  
Because of their pride, Jesus said they would face severe judgment.   
 
Principle:  Pride is deadly.  The proud person is sure that he is okay with God.  He makes mistakes, of 
course.  Everyone does.  But the proud person is confident that he makes LESS mistakes than most.  He 
assures himself that he will be just fine on the Day of Judgment.  The proud person doesn’t think he 
needs a Savior and so he rejects Jesus.  But to reject Jesus is to reject the only source of salvation (cf. 
John 14:6).   
 
Application: What about you?  Do you realize that you need a Savior because of your sins?  Have you 
humbled yourself and turned from your sin and trusted in Jesus, or have you simply assumed that you 
will be okay.  Humble yourself and trust in Jesus! 
 
The Gospel 
 
 It Jesus’s words in our passage this morning do anything they show us our need for Jesus.  Think 
back through the reasons we gave for why people reject Jesus.  They do not approve of God and God’s 
word.  They do not believe God.  They are proud.  We have all done these things.  The message of the 
Bible is that we were made by a gracious and loving God.  God made us to love Him and serve Him, but 
instead, we have rejected God and served ourselves.  We did not approve of God.  We did not want to 
live under God’s rule.  So we lived for ourselves.  The Bible calls this sin.  And the message of the Bible 
is that our sin has separated us from God.  Because of our sin, we deserve God’s judgment.  The “woe” 
that Jesus pronounced on Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum should have rightly fallen on us as well.  
But God has been merciful to us, hasn’t he?  God sent His eternal Son, Jesus, to come to earth and live 
as a man.  Jesus perfectly kept God’s Law.  He loved God with all His heart, soul, mind, and strength.  But 
then in amazing love, Jesus laid down His life on the cross in the place of sinful men and women.  Jesus 
bore the penalty of the sins of all who would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him.  The “woe” that 
our sins deserved fell upon Him instead of upon us!  That is why we love Jesus!  That is why we 
celebrate His resurrection from the dead!  And that is why we have hope!  Those of us who have 
turned from our sins and trusted in Jesus have experienced the forgiveness of sins.  We have been 
reconciled to God.  And now we no longer fear God’s judgment.  Jesus has paid it all!   
 
Application:  If you are not a Christian, this message is for you as well.  The Bible teaches that whoever 
turns from theirs sins and trusts in Jesus will be forgiven for their sins.  If you will trust in Jesus this 
morning, you will be reconciled to God.  If you want to know more about that, I would love to talk with 
you after the service this morning.   
 
Conclusion 
 
 Looking at our passage we see that God’s judgment will fall upon those who reject God’s mercy.  
Those who disapprove of God, those who do not believe God, and those who are proud and unwilling 
to repent all stand under God’s wrath.  But we have also considered that there is mercy in Jesus Christ.  
The same Jesus who spoke these “woes” against Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum, also bore the 
wrath of God against the sin of His people.  May we live a life of repentance this week and may we 
rejoice in our Savior!   
 
Let’s pray… 

 


