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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and loving God, may the humble words 

spoken and the thoughts and feelings of those who hear bring us closer to you. In Jesus’ name we pray. 

Amen. 

A super-duper-salesman once sold a complicated filing system to a thriving business. Three months later 

the salesman visited again and asked, “How’s the filing system working out?” “Magnificently,” replied the manager. 

“It’s amazing!” “How’s business?” the salesman asked. The manager replied, “Oh, we had to give up our business 

to run the filing system.”  

Today, Jesus tells us to never give up the “business” of loving God to run the filing system of religion. 

During Youth Time, I mentioned some silly laws. Well, I also read of some silly laws that govern churches. For 

example, in Nicholas County, West Virginia, it’s illegal for a preacher to tell jokes from the pulpit (maybe it’s OK if 

nobody laughs). In Idanha, Oregon, it’s illegal to eat unshelled, roasted peanuts while attending church. In Studley, 

Virginia, it’s prohibited to swing a yo-yo in church or anywhere in public on the sabbath. In Slaughter, Louisiana, 

turtle races are not permitted within 100 yards of a church. 

Those are some pretty silly church laws! And within each denomination there are lots of rules that govern 

who can be where and what can be done, or not done, in different parts of the church. At the time of Jesus in the 

Jewish faith, there were lots of laws and rules as well. They all start with the Ten Commandments, but there are a 

total of 613 commandments in the Old Testament law of Moses: 365 negative commandments (thou shalt not …), 

and 248 positive commandments (thou shalt …). These commandments are further clarified in thousands of rules 

to govern daily living.  

A good example of this is the Fourth of the Ten Commandments that Alan read for us today: “Observe the 

sabbath and keep it holy.” Keeping the day holy involves many “thou shalt nots” like abstaining from work, as well 

as the positive obligations to pray and worship. The requirement that “you shall not do any work” requires that 

“work” be defined, and one of the things considered work was writing. But how much writing constituted work? The 

teachers of the law said: “He who writes two letters of the alphabet with his right or with his left hand, whether of 

one kind or of two kinds, if they are written with different inks or in different languages, is guilty. Even if he should 

write two letters from forgetfulness, he is guilty, whether he has written them with ink or with paint.”  

Other rules for keeping the sabbath holy include a prohibition against tying knots, against walking more than 

2/3 of a mile, and against lighting a fire. Today, not lighting a fire includes not turning on light switches or starting a 

car or taking an elevator. One curious law involves what to do with eggs that a Jewish hen might “work” to produce 
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on the sabbath. It is written that it would be unlawful for a Jewish person to eat the product of the hen’s sabbath 

work, but it would be acceptable to sell such a product to a gentile. 

 Laws have a way of growing to define multiple special circumstances and exclusions and they can end up 

sounding like silly laws. 

The sabbath is Saturday, the last day of the week, the seventh day, for after six days of creating, God 

rested and we are to do likewise. However, in the early Christian church, they gave special honour to Sunday, the 

first day of the week, because it was the day of the week that Jesus was raised from the dead. Every Sunday, they 

celebrated Jesus’ resurrection and met for worship, prayer, instruction, and a communal meal together, 

Communion. This observance of a special day was both a parallel and a contrast to the Jewish sabbath, the day of 

rest at the end of the week.  

Some Jewish Christians continued to observe the sabbath, but many gentiles in the church did not. This 

created tension and a council of church leaders at Jerusalem decided not to include a demand for sabbath 

observance for gentile converts. Paul urged everyone to decide for themselves whether one day should be 

esteemed above another. Now we tend to think of Sunday as our Christian sabbath; the day we keep holy.  

A few years ago, Roman Catholic Cardinal John O' Connor took on Little League Baseball because many 

altar boys were missing Sunday services. He wanted them to stop having games on Sunday. The issue played out 

on the pages of the New York Times, where parents let the archbishop know exactly what they thought. 

R. Albert Mohler Jr. wrote: “The erosion of Sunday observance is the result of a decline of Christian 

conviction. A loss of faith preceded the encroachment of the little leagues. If enough parents refused to let their 

children play on Sundays, the leagues would have to adjust … A secular society has no use for a day of worship. 

The problem is a lot bigger than the archbishop thinks.” 

Individual and human emergencies always take precedence over sabbath rules. Addressing human need is 

most important. David’s violation of the priestly privilege to feed his men with the bread of the Presence may have 

been such human emergencies. But it doesn’t seem to apply to Jesus’ disciples who are wandering through a field 

and idly plucking off the tops of some grain. Similarly, non-life-threatening diseases were not permitted to be 

treated on the sabbath. Jesus could have healed the man’s withered hand after sundown, but he didn’t. Jesus is 

rejecting earlier traditions governing people’s behaviour on the sabbath. And Jesus, in a rare display of emotion, is 

angry and sad at the hardness of the Pharisees’ hearts. Strangely, these detail oriented religious leaders will 

conspire with the followers of Herod, to destroy Jesus, showing no regard at all for God’s will and the Ten 

Commandments. 

Why is Jesus provoking the Pharisees on the issue of the sabbath? I think it’s because Jesus is trying to 

reveal a new way of understanding who God is. God is not confined to our rules or to our way of 
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compartmentalizing God and God’s will. Jesus is emphasizing our relationship with God and God’s desire for us to 

love one another, every day of the week. For the rule-keepers, this is very threatening.  

It’s also a little threatening for us, who often find solace in merely following the rules that everyone else is 

following. No one seems to be too concerned whether we do work on the sabbath. Are we more concerned with 

how much money we earn from our work, or what we do with the money we earn from our work? Eugene 

Peterson, author of The Message interpretation of the Bible, describes “sabbath as that uncluttered time and 

space in which we can distance ourselves from our own activities enough to see what God is doing.” Our lives are 

meant for God and we need time to pause and reflect on God’s work in our lives. 

L. S. Chafer, in Grace, told the story of a man who challenged another to an all-day wood chopping contest. 

The challenger worked very hard, stopping only for a brief lunch break. The other man had a leisurely lunch and 

took several breaks during the day. At the end of the day, the challenger was surprised and annoyed to find that 

the other fellow had chopped substantially more wood than he had. 

“I don't get it,” he said. “Every time I checked, you were taking a rest, yet you chopped more wood than I 

did.” The winning woodsman replied, “But you didn't notice that I was sharpening my axe when I sat down to rest.”  

Jesus is Lord of the sabbath. Observing the sabbath provides us with rest and an ability to sharpen our 

axes: our physical, mental and emotional tools, and above all, our tools of faith. Thanks be to God. Amen.  

 

 

    

    

 

 


