
 

“Wisdom Is Vindicated by Her Works” 
(Matthew 11:16-19) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  In our passage this morning, Jesus has been drawing our attention to John the Baptist, who he was and 
how great a role he played in the establishing of the kingdom.  John was not a madman, as some thought, nor was he 
a prince, as others might have might have suspected.  Rather, he was a prophet, the greatest prophet ever born, one 
who was sent before the Messiah in the spirit and power of Elijah, in order to prepare the people for Messiah’s 
coming.  He was equipped with such gifts and with such power by the Holy Spirit because of the importance of his 
mission.  And because the Lord was pleased also to bless his ministry with the outpouring of the Spirit of God, there 
was a tremendous response to his preaching.  People of all kinds were pressing into the kingdom of heaven.  
Pharisees and Sadducees, tax collectors and soldiers, men and women from all walks of life, were pushing their way 
towards heaven with such fervency that the Lord described it as the kingdom of heaven being taken by force.  God 
had awakened them to their lost condition and to their need of His grace through the preaching of John, and through 
that of Christ and the apostles, therefore the people were making every effort to get in, before those doors of grace 
were forever closed against them.  This, Jesus says, is what we must also do, if we are ever to enter into kingdom 
and not be left outside to perish.   
  Our text this morning, however, shows us the other side of the picture.  It shows us that not everyone was 
stirred up to seek after God’s kingdom.  Not everyone was willing to offer this kind of holy violence to themselves 
in order to enter it, as a matter of fact, the majority were not.  There were yet those who rejected the message of 
John, Jesus and His apostles.  We must always remind ourselves that the Lord does not give everyone eyes to see 
and ears to hear.  He does not even awaken everyone in every age to their need of Christ, only those whom He wills.  
Jesus now turns His attention to these to point out to them the foolishness of their rejection and to show them that  
 
  Although there will always be those who will reject the truth no matter who brings it or how it is brought, 
yet the truth will still show itself to be the truth by the fruit it bears in the lives of God’s people.    
 
I.  Jesus, as He is speaking to the multitudes, now addresses those individuals who were not pressing forth 

into the kingdom.   
A.  Now the way which He choose to speak to them is by using a figure of speech.   

1.  We know from the Gospels that Jesus used several different ways to communicate truth.   
a.  There were times when He would just plainly say it.  This usually took place in His private 

conversations with His disciples.  But He also did so publicly later in His ministry, just before His 
crucifixion.   

b.  Early on, of course, He spoke to the people mainly in parables, which are stories that illustrate 
particular truths.   

c.  But He also used metaphors, such as when He said that John the Baptist was Elijah who was to come.  
John was not literally Elijah, but came in the spirit and power of Elijah.  And so Jesus called him 
Elijah.   

d.  Jesus also used similes.  Similes are comparisons between two things to show how they are similar.  
For instance, Jesus says, “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed,” or “the kingdom of heaven 
is like leaven” (13:31, 33), and then He goes on to show how it is.   

 
2.  This is what Jesus does here.   

a.  He says, “But to what shall I compare this generation?  It is like children sitting in the market places, 
who call out to the other children, and say, ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we 
sang a dirge, and you did not mourn’” (vv. 16-17).   

b.  Here He compares the response of these people to a group of children at play.  They are imitating, as 
children often do, the things which adults do.  One group says to the other, What’s wrong with you?  
Why won’t you play with us?  We played the flute like they do at wedding feasts, but you did not 
dance with us, and we sang a dirge, like they do at funerals, but you did not mourn with us.  What’s 
wrong?   

c.  The problem was that they didn’t want to be bothered by either game.  Neither were appealing to them, 
because their hearts were dull and insensitive.   

 



 

B.  This describes the way those who were not seeking the kingdom were responding to Jesus and to John.  Even 
though both men approached their ministry in a different way, still it was unacceptable.   
1.  Notice the difference between them.   

a.  John came neither eating nor drinking.  John’s ministry was not a house to house ministry.  He didn’t 
call on the people.  He didn’t sit at their tables and teach.  Rather, he went out into the wilderness, 
away from the world, to live a life of self-denial.  He went out to preach in the wilderness, that he 
might be a prophetic voice calling men away from the world and the things of the world, that they 
might prepare themselves for Christ.   

b.  Jesus, on the other hand, came both eating and drinking.  Much of His ministry took place, not only 
outside in the open air, but also in houses and around the tables of those to whom He ministered, so 
much so that He was called by the Pharisees the friend of tax-gatherers and sinners.   

 
2.  But even though they were very different in the way they reached sinners with the message of the Gospel, 

notice that they were both rejected by these men.   
a.  When they looked at John’s austere life in the wilderness, they said, “He has a demon!”  The man is 

possessed of the devil, why listen to him?   
b.  And when they looked at Christ, who was doing just the opposite, they said, “Behold a gluttonous man 

and a drunkard, a friend of tax-gatherers and sinners!”   
c.  Jesus said, “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not 

mourn” (v. 17).  They criticized both men for not doing what the other was doing, and yet they 
rejected both.  This amounted to nothing less than hypocrisy.  There was no way to please them.  The 
problem was not with the way the message was brought, but it was with the message itself and the 
messenger who brought it.  These had no relish or desire for the truth of God.   

 
3.  But Jesus also reminds us here that not everyone rejected that message.  He says, “Yet wisdom is 

vindicated by her deeds” (v. 19).  There were those who received the message, and the message bore fruit 
in their lives.  This is how it revealed itself to be the truth of God, the true wisdom from above.   
a.  How can you show whether something is true or not?  Is it by the reactions of those who hear it?  Do 

we take a poll to see who likes it or doesn’t like it?  Who receives it of doesn’t receive it?  Isn’t truth 
still the truth even if people don’t accept it as such?  Yes.   

b.  Then how can you know something is true?  It is revealed to be true by whether or not it produces 
what it says it will produce.   
(i)  There were those who rejected the Gospel.  They didn’t love God’s truth and wouldn’t receive it.  

But this didn’t mean that it wasn’t true.   
(ii)  We must remember that there were also those who did receive it, who received Christ through it, 

and whose lives were transformed by it.  The work of the truth on their lives showed that it was in 
fact the truth.  This is what Jesus is saying here.   

(iii)  But will the others who didn’t receive it as the truth ever see that it is true?  Yes.  They will see it 
in the end on the day of judgment with their own eyes, when they perish eternally, unless the Lord 
opens their eyes now that they might escape judgment and run to Him.   

 
c.  True wisdom, the wisdom of God in the Gospel, shows itself to be true because of the fruits it bears in 

the lives of those who receive it.   
 

II.  Now, in the remainder of our time this morning, I would like to make four applications.   
A.  The first thing we see here is that the Lord uses a variety of ministries to bring His people into His kingdom.   

1.  Jesus and John had two different styles of ministry.   
a.  One played the flute, the other sang a dirge, so to speak.   
b.  John’s ministry was primarily that of warning people to flee from the wrath to come.  He went out into 

the wilderness to separate himself from the world in every way, to call others to the same life of 
separation to prepare them for the Messiah.  The fact that he was a Nazarite from his mother’s womb 
(Luke 1:15), was also a picture of this very thing.  John was the one who sang a dirge.  He gave more 
of the negative side of what would happen if men refused to repent of their sins and to serve the Lord 
in holiness.   

c.  Jesus’s ministry, on the other hand, was more like the One who played the flute.  He spoke of the 
promises of the kingdom and the blessings, as He went from house to house to bring that message to 



 

those who were dead and lost in their sins.  He was the great Physician of souls who went, not to those 
who thought they were well, but to those who knew they were sick to bring them the spiritual 
medicine of the Gospel.  Now this is not to say that Jesus did not present the negative picture.  No one 
in Scripture spoke more about hell than Jesus.  But He also was the One who spoke most often about 
the blessings and the privileges of the kingdom.   

 
2.  Now this is simply to say that God uses a variety of men and ministries to reach the lost.   

a.  This is what Paul meant when he said that he wanted to become all things to all men, so that he might 
win some to Christ (1 Cor. 9:22).  Some people won’t be won to Christ through certain approaches, 
but may through others.  This is why the Lord sends into His harvest many different kinds of ministers 
who minister His truth in different ways.  Paul writes in 1 Corinthians, “Now there are varieties of 
gifts, but the same Spirit.  And there are varieties of ministries, and the same Lord.  And there are 
varieties of effects, but the same God who works all things in all persons” (1 Cor. 12:4-6).   

b.  There are some ministers who are like James and John -- the sons of thunder --, while there are others 
like Barnabas, who are sons of encouragement.  We should not be quick to condemn any man’s 
ministry simply because he doesn’t do things the way we like.  Rather we should learn to appreciate 
the diversity which the Lord has built into His ministers and thank Him for each one.   

 
B.  The second thing we need to see is that even though the Lord uses a variety of methods, they are still fruitless 

with many people.   
1.  Jesus said, “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn” 

(v. 17).  God provided the testimony of John and of Jesus and the apostles, and even though they were all 
unique in the way they sought to minister it according to their gifts and calling, yet there were many who 
still rejected it.   

2.  There are those who will never have a love for the truth no matter how it is presented to them.  There are 
some who will never be awakened to their need of Christ no matter what they hear.   
a.  For some neither the Scriptures, nor their reason, nor their experiences, nor their providential 

circumstances, nor their consciences will ever bring them to seek the Lord.   
b.  There is nothing you can say they will respond to, whether you speak of the sweet promises of heaven, 

or the threatenings of hell.  Nor is there anyway you can say it that will make it effective for them.  
They simply don’t want to hear the truth.  It is not welcome to them.   

c.  What more can be done for them than what the Lord has already done in providing such a variety of 
ministers?   

d.  This can be a comfort to God’s ministers that when their message is not listened to, it isn’t always 
their fault.  When it is delivered in a God-honoring way, and yet not received, it’s not because of a 
deficiency in the minister, but because of the hardness of the people’s hearts.  There are some who 
will never receive the truth no matter how it is preached, because it’s really the truth that they hate.   

 
C.  The third thing we see here is that those who will not receive the grace of God are also those who will speak 

out the loudest against it and against the messengers who bring it.   
1.  Those who do not receive the truth will not receive it because of the wickedness of their hearts, and 

because they are wicked they will also do whatever they can to turn others against the truth and against 
those who preach it.   
a.  Notice in our passage that they publicly accused John of having a demon and Jesus of being a glutton 

and a drunkard.   
b.  Why did they do this except they were trying to turn others against them as well?   
 

2.  We must also conclude from this that the more godly a man is and the more pure his doctrine, the more he 
and his message will be slandered by the wicked.   
a.  John was the greatest prophet who was ever born, and yet they said he has a demon.  And who was 

more godly than the Lord Jesus Himself?  And yet He  was also accused of being in league with the 
devil, as we will see in chapter 12 of Matthew’s Gospel.   

b.  Even the most godly are not immune to the slander of the wicked.  As a matter of fact, the more godly 
a man’s life and message are, the more he will be slandered by the enemy.   

 
D.  But lastly, even though the messenger and the message will be rejected by many, there will still be those who 



 

will receive the truth, embrace it with their hearts, bring forth fruit and grow in godliness.   
1.  The truth, the true wisdom of God, will be vindicated through its work in the lives of God’s people.   

a.  Paul was not ashamed of the truth, for he knew that it was the power of God for salvation to everyone 
who believes (Rom. 1:16).  He realized that though it was foolishness to those who were perishing, 
yet to those who were being saved it was the wisdom and power of God (1 Cor. 1:23, 24).   

b.  There were those who slandered Christ by calling His message a lie and saying that He was in 
partnership with the devil.  They did the same to John.  But there were yet others who heard the 
message, and embraced it, and vindicated that truth through the power of a godly life.   

 
2.  The question I would leave with you this morning is, Has your life vindicated the truth of that message?   

a.  Have you heard the voice of Christ in His Gospel and embraced Him with all your heart, and are you 
now following Him in all that He calls you to be and do?  If so then His wisdom has had its perfect 
work in you and your life is a vindication of the truth of that message.  You know that it’s true, and 
others will as well through the witness you bear, as you grow more and more into His image.  May the 
Lord grant that your lives might be clear demonstrations of His grace and mercy through the Gospel, 
that He might vindicate His truth in the eyes of the world.   

b.  But on the other hand, have you heard God’s truth and rejected it because you didn’t like the way the 
message was brought or the one through whom the Lord has brought it?  Have you refused to dance 
with the flute or to mourn with the dirge?  Is your heart hardened to the truth because it’s not really 
what you want to believe or do?  If so, beware!  God will not judge you by your own assessment of 
His message, but by His.  If He has given you His truth in an understandable way, and still you refuse 
to follow it, that same Word will judge you in the last day.  If that is the case with you, you need to 
repent.  Turn from your evil ways and come to Christ.  Press forward into His kingdom.  Listen to 
what Christ requires of you and do it with all your heart.  It is the only safe road in which to travel.  It 
is the only way which leads to God.  May God grant, if this should be true of you, that you may turn 
to Him today and vindicate His truth through a life of holiness.   

c.  Next week, we will look at the severity with which Jesus will judge those who have His light and yet 
refuse to listen to it.  Amen.   


