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Texts: Deuteronomy 5:12-15; Psalm 81:1-10; 2 Corinthians 4:5-12; Mark 2:23–3:6

Theme Sabbath Rest is God’s Gift to Human Beings

* * * * * * *

Today’s Old Testament lesson and the Gospel reading address the 3  of the Lord’s Tenrd

Commandments. In the Deuteronomy reading, the commandment is stated: “Observe the sabbath
day and keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you.” And then is added: “The seventh
day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall do no work” – neither you, your family
members, your slaves, or your livestock. I suspect this is one of the most ignored of the Ten
Commandments in our current American culture! Many of us gathered here would not consider
stealing something from another person; nor would we intentionally plan to kill someone – those
are the 5th and 7  commandments. But “Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy? You shallth

do no work?” Most of us don’t even think much about that one as we fill up every day of the
week with activity and obligations, even if those activities are not always related directly to our
work lives. And it didn’t help when Jesus declared that “the sabbath was made for humankind
and not humankind for the sabbath” in today’s gospel reading.

We would be incorrect, however,  to assume that Jesus was dismissing the third commandment
as laid out in the Old Testament as irrelevant. Indeed, the Jewish rabbis would have agreed with
Jesus that it was right to help someone in a time of dire emergency, even if on the sabbath. And
Jesus certainly observed the sabbath during his own ministry. In fact, it’s not clear that Jesus
actually broke the sabbath commandment in today’s gospel reading: there’s a big difference
between plucking a few grains of wheat for food as one is walking through a field and going out
to harvest an entire field; and Jesus never actually touched nor commanded the man with the
withered hand to be healed. 

We human beings have a habit of swinging either to the far right or the far left when it comes to
interpreting the laws of God. We seem either to get very detailed and create long lists of dos and
don’ts, which often result in  heavy burdens for other people; or we tend to swing in the other
direction where there are no rules or guidelines for our behavior at all, which, of course, can
result in anarchy where anything goes.

Dr. Tom Long, an author and Professor Emeritus of Preaching at the Candler School of
Theology, has shared his experience growing up as a Scottish Presbyterian. He writes: 

“My grandmother cooked her lavish sabbath feasts on Saturdays, so the stove would not
be lit and no work done on the holy day. No sports, no games, no frivolities were allowed
on Sunday—only worship, rest, and Bible study. ...”

“As a teenager I welcomed [Jesus’] saying, which I heard as meaning that all the blue-
nose Presbyterian rules were off. The sabbath was made for me and that meant I was free
to indulge the day with all the movies, football, dances, and whatever else my heart
desired.”

He then adds: 
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“I have since learned that Jesus had something deeper in mind. His goal was not to
annihilate the sabbath, but to restore it to its true purposes. The sabbath is about
participating in and anticipating God’s rest and God’s justice for all. These are the gifts
from God that make life human and full, and it is in this sense that ‘the sabbath was made
for humankind.’”1

Have you ever considered that observing sabbath rest is actually a marvelous gift of God to us?
On which ever day of the week you plan to observe it, a sabbath, is intended as a day of rest,
rejuvenation, recreation, and remembrance of God’s action on our behalf (in other words, a time
for worship). We need to remember that this commandment was given to a society that
sometimes literally worked its slaves and animals to death. The Old Testament reading today
from Deuteronomy reminded the people of Israel that they had been brought out of bondage and
they were not to subject anyone – neither themselves , other people, nor even their animals – to
the same conditions to which they had been subjected in slavery. And the rationale for this
commandment was based on God’s own activity in which God rested on the 7  day after creatingth

the world in six days (Genesis 2:2-3). Yet, we moderns often dismiss this particular
commandment because it seems inconvenient to our modern life styles. Many of us fill our lives
up with so much activity that we’re busy all the time and there seems to be no time for rest.

A few years ago I had a fascinating conversation with a church parishioner. She shared how life
had become so busy and overwhelming that she and her family needed to do something that
would reclaim some space and family time. This family, by the way, had a teenager living at
home and both parents worked at demanding jobs! But together as a family, they decided to
observe a “sabbath” day each week. They decided: 1) they would NOT run errands on Sunday,
but do that on Saturday or another day of the week; 2) they would turn off cell phones,
computers, and other electronic devices during the day, thereby avoiding the intrusion of our
technological age (or their professional work lives) into their family space; and 3) they would
attend worship regularly on Sunday mornings but then devote the rest of the day to “down” time
– to family activities and relaxation. This parishioner summarized her family’s experience by
saying: 

“Making this change took conscious work and effort. It wasn’t easy, and we’re not
perfect with it, but we now look forward to Sundays. It’s changed our life for the better.” 

This was obviously a good change for this family and testifies to the fact that even two-income
families and those with children can make a significant change that reclaims some family time
and time-off space.

But this woman’s testimony challenged me to re-examine my own need for sabbath rest. I
remember one Lenten season a few years ago when I intentionally decided to observe my
Monday day off as a time when I would not do any church work, including email – it was my
Lenten discipline for that year. I was surprised as the weeks of Lent rolled by how much more
energy I seemed to have on the remaining days of the week. I did not feel so overwhelmed; yet I
still accomplished what needed to be accomplished. I also seemed to maintain a much better
mood throughout the week. And my ministry at the church did not seem to suffer. But later, as I
reflected on that Lenten experience, I was more surprised to realize that I had not insisted and
intentionally maintained my Mondays as a sabbath time of rest after Lent ended. Somehow



Taylor, Barbara Brown, “Letting God run things without my help,” May 5, 1999
2

(Christiancentury.org/article/2011-12/remember-sabbath).

From: Cueni,  https://www.sermonsuite.com/emphasis-preaching-journal/new-england-university-biology.
3

3

church activities, electronics, and the always necessary errands began to creep into my Monday
sabbath ever so subtly. That being the case, it’s no wonder that fatigue also began to shadow my
door. And burn-out was not far behind. 

I suspect most of us need to be more intentional in observing a sabbath day of rest each week. I
know I need to do that. What that might look like for any one of us will depend our own
particular life circumstances. But we need to remember that when God commanded, “Remember
the sabbath day and keep it holy,” it was not for God’s benefit but for ours. God gave this
commandment to bring us life and make our lives more fulfilling.

Of course, this is most challenging to us modern-day Americans. We live in a society that values
working and constant activity. Though we may crave a true sabbath, most of us don’t believe we
can actually afford one – there are just so many things that need to be done! And it doesn’t help
that many of us have been raised with that Protestant “work ethic” and possess an internal
compulsion to “produce, perform, accomplish”  – all the time! If we do take a day off each week2

just to rest, relax, rejuvenate, and spend time with our God, we often judge ourselves as“wasting
time” and feel guilty about it. But when guilt raises its ugly head that’s when we need to
remember that this commandment is a gift from God that calls us to lie back in God’s arms and
be free of those kinds of compulsions. 

So ask yourself: “What can I do to keep a sabbath day of rest this week?” And likewise: “What
might be the proper activities for me for a sabbath day of rest?” Then make a commitment to
observe this commandment – not by getting caught up in a milieu of detailed regulations, but by
experiencing the gift of God’s freedom from compulsion.

A short closing story  – A New England university biology professor was studying horseshoe3

crabs and discovered that the metabolism of the crabs has a measurable and adaptable rhythm.
Horseshoe crabs live in shallow tidal pools along ocean coasts. When the tide comes in, they’re
very active and feed; when the tide is out, they rest. As one might expect, their metabolic rates
spike at the time of high tides, and they are quiet when the tide ebbs. Interestingly, the professor
observed that this metabolic rhythm remained constant even when the crabs had been captured
and lived in the laboratory aquarium where there were no tides. Sometime later, this professor
moved from the East coast to Chicago, and he naturally brought his experimental animals with
him. He discovered that the rhythm of life for those horseshoe crabs adjusted to the move. In a
matter of a few days, their metabolic rates increased at the precise hour the tide would reach
Chicago – if Chicago had a tide!

The moral of this story seems to be that even horseshoe crabs have enough sense to recognize
that life requires a rhythm that includes periods of activity alternating with periods of rest and
rejuvenation. Likewise, each one of us needs a time for work and a time for rest. God knew this
when he gave us the marvelous gift of the 3  Commandment. But it’s our choice as to whether orrd

not we observe this commandment. What will you choose to do this week?


