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Luke 7:31-35

It is a Christian belief that God has a purpose for each one of us; it is
also a Christian belief that men have it in their power to reject or to frus-
trate God’s purpose for them. The rejection of the purpose of God, how-
ever, does not mean the failure of God’s purpose except as it relates to
ourselves. For we can reject God’s purpose for ourselves only. That is to
say, the result of our rejection of God’s purpose is to bring God’s wrath
and judgment upon ourselves. God’s will is still sovereign: where he
does not rule, he overrules; he makes the wrath of men to praise Him.
Although many things happen which are not in accordance with God’s
will, nothing happens outside of His will, i.e., outside of the area where
he works and reigns. Therefore, in the ultimate sense it is not God who
fails when we reject his purpose, but rather ourselves.

During the days of his earthly ministry our Lord Jesus experi-
enced men’s rejection of God’s purpose for them. As we heard it last
Sunday, he did many mighty works in the cities of Chorazin, Bethsaida
and Capernaum, but the people of these cities did not repent. Today we
hear him telling a parable of peevish children who would not play, no
matter what was suggested—*weddings” or “funerals.”

“To what then shall I compare the men of this generation, and
what are they like? They are like children sitting in the market place and
calling to one another, ‘We piped to you, and you did not dance; we
wailed, and you did not weep.’” Piping and dancing represent playing at
weddings; wailing and weeping represent playing at funerals. Jesus
drew the parable either from his own childhood or from watching chil-
dren as they played in the market place.

There are two parties of children in this parable. But we are not
quite sure which of the two groups represents John the Baptist and Jesus
Christ. Usually it is considered that the children who invite the second
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group to play, first at weddings and then at funerals, represent Jesus
and John the Baptist. The children who deliberately refuse to join in
any kind of game are the Jews as represented by the religious leaders
and the majority of the people. These people rejected both the asceti-
cism of John the Baptist and the joyous freedom of the Gospel of Jesus
Christ. But it is also possible that the children sitting in the marketplace
and finding fault with their fellows are the Jews. John the Baptist came
to them in his severity, and they wanted him to play at festivals. When
he retained his strict mode of life, they complained and said, “We piped
to you, and you did not dance.” Then Jesus came to them as the bringer
of joy, and they wanted him to play at funerals. When He retained His
own methods, they said, “We wailed, and you did not weep.” No matter
what interpretation you prefer, the basic message is the same; that is,
the Jews were determined to make no response to God’s truth. They
remained stubbornly and sullenly unresponsive no matter what invita-
tion was made to them, no matter what kind of messenger was sent
them. They were what Scots call “contrary.” No matter what was sug-
gested, they did not want to do it; and no matter who was the messen-
ger, they could find a fault in him.

The Jewish rabbis have a story with a similar point. Jeremiah
the prophet complained to God that people mocked Elijah for his long
hair and then said to Elisha: “Go up, thou bald head, go up, thou bald
head.” They mocked the long-haired prophet as well as the bald-headed
prophet because they did not like prophets at all!

It is evident that when people do not want to listen to the truth,
they will easily find an excuse for not listening to it. They do not even
try to be consistent in their criticisms; they will criticize the same per-
son, and the same institution, from quite opposite grounds and reasons;
they will find reasons for rejecting every bearer of God’s message and
every representation of it, no matter how varied these may be and how-
ever inconsistent with one another the “reason.” They are like those
children in the marketplace when someone suggested: “Come on and
let’s play wedding!” They replied: “We don’t feel happy today.” When
the other said, “All right, then, let’s play funeral!” they replied: “We
don’t feel like playing that today.” They would not play at either
“weddings” or “funerals” because they did not want to play at all. So,
when John the Baptist came, living in the desert, fasting and despising
food, isolating himself from the society of men, they said of him: “He
is crazy and eccentric.” Jesus came, mixing with all kinds of people,
sharing in their sorrows and their joys, accepting their invitations to
dinner, they said of him, “He is a gluttonous man and a wine-drinker,
the friend of tax collectors and sinners.”

This kind of thing happened not only in the days of John the
Baptist and of Jesus, it continues to happen up to the present day; it was
not only true of the Jews, it is also true of the Christians. Once we set
ourselves to resist the truth, we can always find excellent “reasons” for
objecting to all possible representations of it or arguments for it. When
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we do not like the message, nothing that the messengers do is right.
Have we found people who hold—or, in fact, do we ourselves hold—
this kind of attitude: We don’t care for consistency, but object to this
form of Christian teaching that it is too harsh, and to that form, that is
too soft; to this man that he is always thundering condemnation, to that
man, that he is always preaching mercy; to one, that he has too much to
say about duty, to another, that he dwells too much on grace; to this
presentation of the gospel, that it is too learned and doctrinal, to that
presentation, that it is too sentimental and emotional, and so on and so
forth. The generation of children who neither like piping nor lamenting,
who would not play at wedding or funerals, still lives.

Once, a minister talked about his own experience. His wife
wore the same hat on Sundays for quite a long time. Some members
from his congregation remarked: “We have paid our minister fairly,
haven’t we? Why didn’t he buy a new hat for his wife?” When his wife
wore a new hat once in a while, the remark from his congregation was
like this: “We don’t need to increase our minister’s salary next year.
See, how much money he spent in buying new hats for his wife!” In-
deed, every now and then, we find ourselves very much like those
spoiled children who will find fault in everything, and that nothing
seems to be able to please them. But the worse thing is that our human
heart can be lost in a perversity in which any appeal that God may make
will be met with willful and childish discontent. We should pray that
God will open our eyes to see the perversity of our human nature, and
will prevent us from becoming blind and deaf to God’s appeal.

Despite the fact that the vast majority of the Jews were hard-
ened and unreasonable, there were some who were not. That was what
Jesus meant when He said: “But wisdom is justified by all her chil-
dren.”

Indeed, the wisdom of God’s ways is always recognized and
acknowledged by those who are wise-hearted. Although most of the
Jews of those days saw no wisdom in the ministry of John the Baptist
and of Jesus, there were a chosen few who did. Those few were the
“children of wisdom.” Those few were convinced that both John the
Baptist and the Lord Jesus were worthy of all honor; and that in both
these methods used by John the Baptist and Jesus, the Divine wisdom
was doing what was right.

This is a great comfort to all who are co-workers of our Lord
Jesus. In spite of the sneers, objection, and unkind remarks with which
the Gospel is received by the majority of mankind, there will always be
some in every country who will agree to it, and obey it with delight.
There will never be lacking a “little flock” which hears the voice of the
Shepherd gladly, and counts all his ways right. The children of this
world may mock the Gospel, and pour contempt on the lives of believ-
ers. They may count their practice madness, and see neither wisdom nor
beauty in their ways. But God will take care that He has His people in
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every age. There will be “children of wisdom” wherever the Gospel is
faithfully preached.

In fact, there is another meaning in the sentence “wisdom is
justified by all her children.” It teaches us that witness to truth can be
borne in various ways. There is no suggestion here that because John’s
way of life was so different from that of Jesus, it had no value or place
in God’s purpose. On the contrary, the same appreciation of John is im-
plied in this passage as is explicitly declared in the previous paragraph.
The truth is that God can use different methods and can use persons of
many different gifts to accomplish His purpose. The Jews criticized
John the Baptist for his lonely isolation, but John the Baptist had moved
men’s hearts to God as they had not been moved for centuries; the Jews
criticized Jesus for mixing too much in ordinary life and with ordinary
people, but in Him people found a new life and a new power to live as
they should, and a new access to God.

The methods used by John the Baptist and Jesus Christ were
different, but both of them had brought people nearer to God. If only
many more Christians would be willing to acknowledge this truth, we
would hear less criticism of people and churches on account of their
differences in temperament, in liturgy, or in forms of government. If
only we would remind ourselves that God can use different methods
and persons of different gifts to accomplish His purpose, we would
begin to give thanks to God for any person and any church who can
bring people nearer to God, even if their methods are not the methods
which suit us.

Finally, the sentence, “Wisdom is justified by all her children”
teaches us that we must be firm in bearing witness to the truth and give
up the vain idea of trying to please everybody. The children who are
determined to find fault with their fellows will find a fault in either
game—weddings or funerals. John the Baptist will not suit the Jews,
because he neither eats nor drinks. One would think that Jesus would be
welcome since he does both. But he pleases them just as little. And yet,
the final word of Jesus’ comment was: “Wisdom is justified by all her
children.” He did not change his attitude toward sinners or his ways of
life on account of the criticism of his enemies. He knew that he was do-
ing right and trusted that the children of wisdom would recognize that
he was right. Therefore, he kept on doing what he had always been do-

ing.

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you
would like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Timothy
Chow and he can be reached via email [tchow@alum.mit.edu].
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