
 

“It Will Be More Tolerable for Sodom” 
(Matthew 11:20-24) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  While John was in prison, he sent two messengers to Jesus to find out if He was the One who 
was coming, as God had promised, to deliver His people from the fear of coming judgment, or if they were 
to look for someone else.  Jesus pointed them, remember, to His Works to show them who He was, and 
then sent them back to John.  But then He used the opportunity to point the multitudes to John to teach 
them a very important lesson.  Just who was John?  John was the one whom God had sent before Him in 
the spirit and power of Elijah to prepare His way.  For this reason, of all the men in the world, he was the 
greatest.  And yet he was not the greatest, for there was someone present who was even greater:  Christ 
Himself, God in human flesh.  Both of these great men were sent into the world at about the same time.  
Both were sent by God to preach the Gospel.  And yet how did the people respond to them?  There were 
those who were deeply affected by their message.  They had left everything.  They were denying 
themselves and picking up their crosses.  They were putting to death their sins and putting on the righteous 
acts of the saints.  They were, in other words, striving to enter into the kingdom through that very narrow 
gate.  But there were others who rejected their message.  When they saw John, preaching his message of 
repentance in the wilderness, they said he was demon-possessed.  When they saw Jesus in the homes of 
sinners seeking to bring them to repentance, they called Him a gluttonous man and a drunkard, a friend of 
tax-gatherers and sinners.  It didn’t matter how the Word was ministered to them, they wouldn’t accept it, 
and the reason was that they really had no taste for the truth of God.  They would not repent.  They would 
not turn from their sins.  They would not do what was right.  Therefore, they were continuing to grow ripe 
for judgment.  It is to this theme that Jesus now turns as He speaks of one of the most terrifying truths in all 
Scripture.  I ask you to pay close attention this morning to what Jesus says, for He has given you His Word 
that you might know these things, and might do them for your own good, as well as for the good of your 
neighbors.  What He tells us here is that  
 
  The more light we receive from the ministry of the Word and reject, the more severe our judgment 
will be in the day of God’s righteous judgment.   
 
I.  Jesus now turns to rebuke the cities for their rejection of His message.   

A.  Now notice first of all the cities which Jesus reproached:  Chorazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum.   
B.  What was it that all three of these cities had in common?  All three were in the northern region of 

Galilee, where Jesus spent His early years of ministry.  It was in these three cities that He did most 
of His preaching and miracles.   

C.  What was the reason for rebuking them?  All three of them did not repent.  There were many who 
were seeking God’s kingdom, but these were not.  Even though they had received more light, they 
would not repent.   

D.  And what would be the consequence of their rejection?  Jesus plainly tells us:  less toleration, which 
means greater condemnation.   
 

II.  Let us look a little more carefully now at what Jesus says about each of these cities.   
A.  He says first, “Woe to you, Chorazin!  Woe to you, Bethsaida!  For if the miracles had occurred in 

Tyre and Sidon which occurred in you, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes.”   
1.  Let me draw your attention first to the reason why Jesus preached to these cities and performed 

these miracles.  It was to bring them to repentance.   
a.  The people of these cities were God’s covenant people -- they were Jews --, but they had 

turned away from their covenant God.  They were no longer keeping His commandments.  
They were no longer serving Him, but serving themselves.   

b.  This doesn’t mean that all of them were unfaithful, but many of them were.  This is why 
Jesus came to them.  He preached to them to turn them from their sins, i.e.,  to get them off 
of the path which leads to destruction and to get onto the path which leads to life.  He came 
to seek and to save that which was lost.  He also did the miracles He did to convince them 
that He was in fact from God, and that these were His Words.   

c.  These miracles were so powerful and convincing, He said that if they had been done in Tyre 



 

and Sidon, they would have repented.  God not only knows what will happen in history, 
because He ordained it, He also knows what would have happened under any given set of 
circumstances, even though He hasn’t ordained it.  If Jesus had done this same work in those 
two cities, they would have repented.  However, these people would not.   

 
2.  And so Jesus reproaches them.   

a.  He says, “Woe to you, Chorazin!  Woe to you, Bethsaida!”  He pronounces a curse upon 
them.  To bring this out more clearly, it can be translated like this, “How horrible it will be 
for you, Chorazin!  How horrible it will be for you, Bethsaida!”  You have committed a great 
sin, and now you must face great judgment.   

b.  How horrible was that judgment to be?  Well, God judged them in history by destroying their 
cities.  If you search for them today, you will not find them.  There are records of their 
existence.  Historians believe that they have found their ruins.  But they are no longer 
thriving cities.  God destroys those societies which reject His Word.  God will someday 
destroy our society, unless we repent.   

c.  But of course, that judgment of God in history is nothing compared to what will happen to 
these people on the day of judgment.  On that day, God will require them to answer for 
everyone of their sins.  And, as we will see in a few minutes, they will have a great price to 
pay.   

 
B.  Next He turns to Capernaum, and says, “And you, Capernaum, will not be exalted to heaven, will 

you?  You shall descend to Hades!”   
1.  Capernaum is the city in which Jesus actually lived.   

a.  This city above all other cities had received a tremendous amount of light, as Jesus ministered 
to them the Gospel of the kingdom.   

b.  They received so much light in fact, that Jesus says if the same amount had been given to 
Sodom -- that most wicked of all cities --, it would have remained to this day.  In other 
words, it would have repented!   But Capernaum did not.   

 
2.  If Capernaum had received this light, if they had followed it, it would have exalted its inhabitants 

right up into the heavenlies.  They would have received everlasting life and the eternal 
inheritance which comes through faith in Christ.   

3.  But they would not receive it, and so, Jesus says, they would not be exalted to heaven, but cast 
down to hell.  Their sins would have been forever removed, and they would have forever been 
delivered from God’s judgment.  But since they rejected God’s gracious offer, God would 
forever reject them.   

 
III.  But let us look now at what are the most sobering words in our passage.  Jesus says to Chorazin 

and to Bethsaida, “Nevertheless I say to you, it shall be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the 
day of judgment, than for you” (v. 22).  And to Capernaum, He says, “Nevertheless I say to you 
that it shall be more tolerable for the land of Sodom in the day of judgment, than for you” (v. 24).   
A.  Now I don’t know about you, but when I hear that Sodom will receive more toleration on the day of 

judgment than someone else, that gets my attention.   
1.  We know from the Scriptures that Tyre and Sidon were wicked cities.   

a.  Tyre was again and again spoken against by the prophets because of her wickedness and 
idolatry (Ez. 26, 28, Amos 1:9-10).   

b.  And Sidon was the city that gave birth to her.   
 

2.  But can you think of any city in Scripture that was more wicked than Sodom?   
a.  Sodom was a very old city, mentioned as early as Genesis 10:19.  It is the city that Lot chose 

for himself, when he and Abram needed to separate because their possessions were so great.   
b.  But it was a city of great wickedness.  It seems that when a city has been around for a long 

time, the principle of wickedness grows to maturity.  Such was the case here.  The people of 
this city were so depraved and so given over to their sins by God, that they were practicing 
that evil which always accompanies a civilization on the brink of extinction:  homosexuality.  
When the angels came into Sodom to bring Lot and his family out, the men of that city 



 

surrounded his house and demanded that Lot bring his guests out so that they might have 
relations with them.  But as you know, the angels blinded the men, took Lot and his family, 
and left the city quickly, so that the Lord’s righteous judgment might fall on it, a judgment of 
fire and brimstone.   

c.  But not only were they destroyed with the fires of this world, they are also being destroyed 
with the fires of the next.  Jude writes, “Sodom and Gomorrah and the cities around them, 
since they in the same way as these indulged in gross immorality and went after strange 
flesh, are exhibited as an example, in undergoing the punishment of eternal fire” (1:7).   

 
B.  And yet the remarkable thing our Lord tells us here is, that as wicked as Sodom was, Capernaum 

was more wicked and would be punished even more severely.   
1.  How can this be?  What did Capernaum do that was so much worse than Sodom?  The answer is 

that Capernaum sinned against greater light.   
a.  Yes, Sodom committed many vile and wicked sins, and on the day of judgment the people of 

that city will be cast into the lake of fire to be punished forever, just as those who practice the 
same things today will also suffer in the same way.   

b.  But Capernaum will have to endure even greater punishments because they committed 
greater sins.  What Sodom did, it did in the dark.  But what Capernaum did, it did in the light, 
even before the face of God.  The Sodomites committed acts of homosexuality with nothing 
but the light of nature in their consciences to stop them.  But Capernaum rejected the Lord 
Jesus Christ as He ministered in their streets and showed them the same divine credentials 
that He had shown to John’s messengers to assure and comfort John’s heart.   

 
2.  From this we should learn at least two things:  1)  There are degrees of punishment in hell 

according to the sins a man commits, and 2) a sin is considered greater or lesser according to the 
amount of light a man has.   
a.  This shouldn’t surprise us for we saw the same thing in our Scripture reading this morning.  

Jesus said in Luke 12, in the context of the second coming, “And that slave who knew his 
master’s will and did not get ready or act in accord with his will, shall receive many lashes, 
but the one who did not know it, and committed deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but 
few.  And from everyone who has been given much shall much be required; and to whom 
they entrusted much, of him they will ask all the more” (vv. 47-48).   

b.  Both slaves did deeds worthy of a flogging, therefore both will be flogged.  In the context, 
this can only refer to punishment in hell.  However, both didn’t receive the same punishment.  
The one who knew more received a greater punishment, because he sinned against greater 
knowledge.  The one who knew less was still punished, but less because it was against less 
knowledge.   

c.  Paul writes in Romans 2:6 that God “will render to every man according to his deeds.”  He 
will meet out justice on the day of His justice.  He will punish for every sin.  Jesus said, 
“And I say to you, that every careless word that men shall speak, they shall render account 
for it in the day of judgment” (Matt. 12:36).  But He will also take into account how much a 
person knows in that day.  The more they know, the more light they have when they sin, the 
greater their punishment will be.  

d.  Jesus tells us this morning that it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom in the day of 
judgment than for Capernaum.  Sodom committed gross immorality in the darkness of their 
own city.  But Capernaum rejected the Lord of glory Himself, as He preached and performed 
miracles in her streets.  Neither repented of their sins, therefore both will be punished.  But 
Capernaum will suffer greater punishment because she received more light and committed 
the even greater sin of rejecting the Lord of glory Himself.   

 
IV.  Let me close now with these applications:  one for those of you without Christ, and two for those 

of you who do know Him.   
A.  The first is for those of you here this morning who are still unrepentant, who have never really 

submitted to Christ as your Lord and received Him as your Savior.   
1.  This passage tells you that the more you learn, the more light you receive, and reject, the more 

blameworthy you will be on the day of God’s judgment.   



 

a.  How much do you already know about Christ, about what He has done to save sinners, about 
what He requires of you, and how much have you already rejected?   

b.  You know that Jesus calls you to repent of your sins.  Have you repented?  You know that 
Jesus calls you to believe on Him alone for your salvation.  Have you believed on Him?  You 
know that He calls you to love Him most of all.  Do you love Him in this way?  You know 
that He calls you to die to yourself, to pick up your cross daily and follow after Him.  Are 
you doing these things?   

c.  If you hear the Word, and yet do not do what the Lord tells you, will the Lord receive you in 
the end into heaven?  No.  The Lord has come to save us from our sins, not to give us an 
excuse to continue in them.  If we receive the knowledge of His will, and do not do what He 
says, doesn’t this show that we are still hardened in our hearts against Him?  And doesn’t our 
passage tell us that, far from saving us from our sins, He will only judge us more harshly on 
the day of judgment because we sinned against greater light?   

d.  Now please understand, I am not talking about someone who knows the Lord’s will and is 
truly struggling to do what He says.  Every true believer has this kind of struggle.  He wants 
to be perfect.  He strives for perfection.  But he always falls terribly short.   

e.  Rather, I am talking about those of you who know His will, but are not struggling, are not 
striving, are not pressing forward, but are content to use the righteousness of Christ as an 
excuse for your sin.  You need to be awakened from your sleep of death, call upon the name 
of the Lord Jesus Christ, and be saved.   

 
2.  Do not let the fact that greater light will bring you greater condemnation if you reject it stop you 

from seeking God’s truth.   
a.  You cannot be saved apart from God’s truth.  You must have the Word preached to you.  You 

must have it witnessed to you.  You must be told of your sin, and you must be told of the sin-
bearer, the Lord Jesus Christ, and of your need of faith in Him, if you are ever to be saved.   

b.  The warning here is that you are not to reject what you hear.  You must repent of your sins.  
You must believe in Christ.  And you must live the life which Jesus calls you to live.  May 
the Lord grant you the grace to do this, and not be those who continually learn, and yet never 
come to a knowledge of the truth (2 Tim. 3:7), storing up wrath for yourselves in the day of 
God’s righteous wrath and judgment.   

 
B.  But for those of you who are Christians, I would make this application.   

1.  First, this passage should make you more thankful to the Lord for delivering you from His wrath 
and judgment.   
a.  Just think about how severe your judgment would be in the day of judgment, if you knew 

what you knew now, but rejected it because you didn’t have His grace.   
b.  What if you had been raised in a Christian home with the benefits of God’s truth, but rejected 

that truth?  Your condemnation would have been terrible.  Jesus would be saying to you in 
this passage, “How horrible it will be for you” in the day of God’s wrath.     

c.  But the Lord has had mercy on you.  He has given you the grace you needed to turn to Him, 
and you have been saved.  When you think about His mercies, let them stir you up to greater 
and greater thankfulness each day, and to greater and greater acts of love and obedience, as 
you store up for yourselves treasure in heaven now, instead of wrath.   

 
2.  But second, please understand that although this doctrine might tend to keep you from sharing 

the truth with others, for fear that you might increase their judgment, you must still be 
encouraged to be bold.   
a.  As we think about the fact that God is going to judge others more severely for rejecting His 

truth, it might cause us to keep the truth to ourselves.  It might make us hold back from 
speaking to our friends, our relatives, our neighbors, and our children about their need of 
faith and repentance.   

b.  But when we remember that the Lord commands us to speak the truth, and that those who are 
in darkness have no hope of coming to Christ without it, then it encourages us again to put 
our hands to the plow and be faithful, and to leave the results to the Lord, who will gather 
His elect according to His will.   



 

c.  May the Lord help us this morning to take this truth to heart.  May He grant us the grace to 
listen to His truth and receive it, to express our thankfulness to Him through a life of 
continual faith and obedience, and to boldly share His truth with others, that they too might 
come into His eternal kingdom.  Amen.   


