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The Marketplace Children and Us 
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Jesus says, “To what will I compare this generation?  It is like children sitting in the marketplaces and calling 
to one another, ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did not mourn’” 
(Mt 11:16-17).   
 
Who are these children, what are they up to in the marketplaces, and what are they up to in this passage?   
 
The first thing to keep in mind is that in the ancient world children were not considered quite as adorable 
as we tend to think of them.  Parents were not doting; children were not considered to be infinitely 
forgivable in their misdeeds; and instead of adults going around saying, “Children say the darndest things” 
and “Isn’t Junior just as cute as he could be?” adults mostly ignored them, handing them over to servants 
and grandparents to raise.  When, for example, Jesus says, “Unless you change and become like little 
children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 18:3), he’s not talking so much about the 
innocence of children as their weakness.  In other words, until you understand how helpless you are before 
God, you will not enter the kingdom. 
 
We might think of these children delightfully playing games in the marketplace, pretending to be first at a 
wedding, and then at a funeral, and then being understandably troubled that no one is willing to play with 
them.  The sad little things. 
 
But Wendy Cotter, the Professor of Scripture at Loyola University, has a more plausible interpretation.  She 
points out that the image of children sitting in the marketplace and shouting out at people is intended to be 
a shocking image, not a delightful image.  There is evidence that the marketplace doubled as a schoolhouse; 
in other words, while the moms were off shopping or perhaps selling goods at a stall, a rabbi was teaching 
her children nearby.  So the fact that they are shouting at people is a little disturbing.  These children are 
making what teachers call a “classroom disturbance.” 
 
But there was another character in the marketplace who would raise their voice in the marketplace.  This 
would be the judge, who would hear various parties dispute—perhaps with a crowd nearby--and then 
render his decision loud enough for everyone to hear.  He may have done this so to eliminate the potential 
for his pronouncement to be misunderstood, or perhaps changed around by the losing party. 
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Now things are quite a bit different in the parable.  Instead of these children being adorable little scamps 
that no one wants to play with, they are now rather bratty and capricious, mimicking judges.  And when 
Jesus says that “Wisdom is vindicated by her children,” that word vindicated fits in with the legal 
interpretation that Wendy Cotter advocates. 
 
Let’s examine what these children say.  “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and 
you did not mourn” is not so much “We really tried to give you want you want—we tried to entertain you 
with music, and we tried to help you grieve by crying with you.  But you wouldn’t play with us.”  According 
to Cotter, the meaning is much harsher: “You wouldn’t dance with us.  You wouldn’t grieve with us.  You 
disgust us.” 

 
Then Jesus goes on to explain the parable: “For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He 
has a demon’; the Son of Man came eating and drinking and they say, “Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a 
friend of tax collectors and sinners’” (Mt 11:18-19). 
 
Now the children in the marketplace represent the people in that generation who said, “You know, we 
would have believed the message of John the Baptist, but he was a nut job.  We wanted a better prophet, 
thank you very much.  And we would have believed the message of the ‘Son of Man,’ but he wasn’t the 
picture of virtue.  You can judge a person by the company they keep, and the ‘Son of Man’ was a friend of 
drinkers, tax collectors and—well, prostitutes.  Israel can do better than John the Baptist and a carpenter 
from Nazareth, don’t you agree?” 
 
This is the bratty behavior that Jesus denounces.  But the accusations of the Pharisees were far from being 
merely childish.  To say that someone consorted with demons was to allege them of committing a capital 
offense; and the Pharisees accused both John the Baptist and Jesus of being in league with the devil.  Less 
dramatically, the Pharisees reproached them of being just plain weird.  John the Baptist ate locusts.  Jesus 
had unsavory companions.  Neither were the godly people that this generation needed, according to the 
Pharisees. 
 
The book of Matthew is all about discipleship.  You could say that its purpose is faith formation.  It is divided 
into five sections to help us learn it (and this passage is square in the middle of section 2).  It’s in Matthew 
that we read Jesus telling us to go into the world and make disciples of all nations.  It’s in Matthew that we 
are constantly instructed as to the connection between the Old Testament and the life and teaching of 
Jesus. 
 
Matthew includes this narrative because his message is “Don’t be like these people.  Don’t be like ‘this 
generation.’  Don’t be like the Pharisees.  They were like children who bypassed John the Baptist and Jesus 
because they felt they could better.  That John and Jesus were weird.” 
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The passage is sobering because of its eschatological character—there’s that word again!  It means 
urgency; it means the end of the world; and it means judgement.  The end of the world and judgement are 
not topics that most of us talk a lot about, but they were at the core of the message of both John the 
Baptist and Jesus.  The judgement of God is—in the words of Isaiah--his “strange work and his alien task” (Is 
28:21).  But it is his work. 
 
So we can extend Matthew’s purpose a little by saying that for him, the purpose of these passages is to say 
“Don’t be like these people—don’t be like ‘generation’ because God is not afraid to exercise his judgement.  
If you note today’s gospel passage, it’s the 11th chapter of Matthew, verses 16-19---then it skips to verse 25.  
The verses in the middle (verses 20-24) is where Jesus denounces the towns in which he had performed 
most of his miracles, because they did not repent.  Chorazin.  Bethsaida.  Capernaum.  Even Capernaum, 
which was the headquarters for his ministry.  “I tell you that it will be more bearable for Sodom on the day 
of judgement than for you” (Mt 11:24). 
 
So Matthew’s message is, “Don’t let this time pass you by without engaging Jesus.  Don’t be like the 
children in the marketplace, or the Pharisees, or Capernaum.  Take the time to come to Jesus.”  I was 
talking with a member of our congregation a few weeks ago about the Covid virus and sheltering in place, 
and he told he that, for him, this has been a time of great spiritual growth.  Thank God. 
 
Let’s grab on to Jesus as he walks by through history.  There’s always the temptation—which I feel all the 
time—to say that the things Jesus is concerned about are not really the things I am concerned about.  I like 
music and movies and gardening, and it’s hard to imagine Jesus getting all that excited about those things.  
(On the other hand, I also like wine and cooking, which, according to this passage, might have been things 
he had interest in.) 
 
There’s also the temptation to say that Jesus doesn’t fit with the modern world.  But maybe it’s my 
obsession with the modern world that is problem.  As C.S. Lewis said in The Four Loves, “All that is not 
eternal is eternally out of date.”  Maybe it’s relatively easy to focus on things where we don’t have to make 
personal decisions: the pandemic, the presidential election, CHOP, on what-have-you and allow the Sunday 
gospel lesson become just one more input stream in the giant decision-making factory of our lives. 
 
Especially if you were born, say, after World War II, Covid 19 will likely be the most significant event in our 
lives.   And here we are, maybe only a quarter a way through it.  And it’s only a matter of time before 
there’s another pandemic. 
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Covid 19 and Donald Trump and racism in this country and all the change that has happened and all the 
change that needs to happen--all of that is inside the context of salvation history, of Jesus who says that 
“wisdom [that is to say, God] is vindicated by her deeds” (Mt 11:19), that God has hidden the way of 
deliverance from the wise and the intelligent and has revealed them to infants (Mt 11:25); that God in the 
person of his son says, “Come to me.  All you that are weary.  And are carrying heavy burdens.  And I will 
give you rest” (Mt 11:28). 
 
Because loving people at the margin of our comfort is exhausting.  How do you love someone you don’t 
want to love?  The Second Greatest Commandment, according to Jesus, is “love your neighbor as yourself.” 
That, too, can be hard, especially if you’re not too good at loving yourself. 
 
And the example of John the Baptist is also exhausting.  Stop accusing people falsely, says John.  Be content 
with the money you have, says John.  Produce fruit in keeping with the fact that you are a child of God, says 
John. 
 
But how do we “produce fruit” in a time of intense weariness, and in a time of deep lament? 
 
Jesus says “Come to me” (Mt 11:28).  It’s less an invitation than it is a directive.  “Come to me.”  That’s the 
end of indecision.  “Come to me.”  While we’re all sitting around sheltering in place, the Bible and the 
Prayer Book are rich places for us to enjoy and grow in the presence of Jesus and the work of Jesus.  “Come 
to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.”  In this time that will 
define our lives, we can find no rest on our own.  In this time of weariness, that is the work of Jesus, the 
work of the one who carries our burdens; the work of the one who tells us, with Matthew, “you are called 
to be my disciple, and it is the greatest call of history.  You are called to be an ambassador of an eternal 
kingdom richer than that of Solomon, of Henry the 8th, or of Louis 14th.  You are called to suffer.  Come to 
me.” 


