
 
 

 Sermon for Sunday, June 3, 2018 
 

LORD OF THE SABBATH 
 
 Oh, those cranky Pharisees!  Once again they are so caught up in preserving the Law, that 
they have forgotten what the Law was created for.  "Rabbi, why are your disciples doing what is not 
lawful on the sabbath?"  Replies Jesus, "Because the sabbath was made to serve humankind, not 
humankind to serve the sabbath."  God created sabbath in order to meet human need, to give us a 
day of rest, a day for renewal, a day to remember and rejoice in our liberation from slavery, and 
above all, a day to worship and praise the Lord, our God.  So the fulfilling of human need takes 
precedence over the rules of religious piety. 
 Then the Pharisees catch Jesus healing a man on the sabbath, which is allowed under the 
Law, but only if it’s a matter of life and death.  Healing a withered hand was not a matter of life and 
death.  But Jesus knows that their real interest in this healing is so they can accuse him and do him 
harm.  So he asks them, "Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?"  
"I'm seeking to do good on the sabbath as the Law commands.  But you, my friends, are plotting to 
do harm on the sabbath."  Unfortunately, the Pharisees’ hearts are too hard to hear the Lord's 
invitation to repentance, and they continue to conspire about how they may destroy him. 
 Now, it's really easy for us to side with Jesus in these two episodes because legalists we 
aren't.  We've learned well that zealousness for the Law quickly descends into legalism, and that’s 
not good.  So we cheer Jesus on, because we wouldn't have obeyed those silly, restrictive sabbath 
rules either.  We all know the wisdom that "rules are meant to be broken." 
 There is a Yiddish folktale "about an old, extremely devout Orthodox Jew who was close to 
death.  His wife and daughter came to his bedside, and his wife said, 'Moishe, you've been such a 
good and pious provider to us all your life, is there anything we can get you?'  Moishe answered, 
'Yes, I want a ham sandwich.'  Both were aghast, but they got the ham sandwich and he ate it 
quickly.  His wife finally summoned the courage to ask him, 'Moishe, all your life you've been so 
devout and strict on yourself, how could you do this?'  Moishe replied, 'So I'll tell you.  I know I'm 
going to die, and I know that when I get to heaven the Lord will judge me.  He'll say, "Moishe, all in 
all you lived a very good life, but remember the time you stole those apples as a boy, remember the 
time you were mean to your wife and family, remember the time you were so nasty to your brother-
in-law Sol, remember the time ..."  Well as soon as he gets to the ham sandwich, I'll know it’s 
over!'" 
 Yes, rules are meant to be broken sometimes, especially when breaking them serves the 
purpose of meeting a human need.  You go Jesus!  Unfortunately, anytime we read a passage of 
scripture and find ourselves right away on Jesus' side, we have probably misread it.  Scripture never 
lets us off that easy.  
 The truth is that we are more like the Pharisees than we like to think.  Certainly, we aren't 
legalists in the way that they were, trying to preserve the sanctity of our religious rules.  But we 
may, in fact, have become their opposite, accommodating and compromising our religious rules to 
keep the peace, to attract non-believers, to survive in a culture that increasingly dismisses faith as 
something sort of quaint, powerless, and outdated. 
 What we share with the religious authorities of Jesus' day is a cultural context in which we 
are under siege.  Like them, we are trying to survive, within a culture that is not only increasingly 
dismissive of faith, but if not openly hostile like the Roman Empire, is benignly hostile to the faith 
upon which our communion is based, so it schedules youth sporting events on Sunday mornings.  
When a people is under siege, they become very protective of their traditions, fearing that any 
abrogation of them, like a ham sandwich here, or a bow to Caesar there, will set them adrift toward 
certain eradication.  So for the Jewish authorities, keeping sabbath laws was an act of prophetic 



 
 

resistance to the culture which was trying to swallow them whole.  Sabbath observance allowed 
them to regroup, refocus, and reconstitute themselves around the texts and practices which made 
Israel, Israel.  Jesus, who took it upon himself to bend the sabbath rules, felt to them like a serious 
and terrifying threat. 
 Our situation, although a bit different, is at its heart the same.  The Christian church is under 
siege today, declining in participants, respect, and authority.  We now close more churches each 
year than we start.  Institutions in general have fallen out of favor and joining anything is seen as an 
imposition upon one’s personal freedom.  The church is to serve, and rightfully so, but fewer want 
to begin that service in serving God with praise and adoration, which is what worship is all about.   
 We still preserve the rules, only now they aren't God's rules, they are the rules of our culture.  
We are more law abiding than we are God abiding.  For example, God's creation of sabbath was for 
the purpose of meeting the human need for rest, renewal, and restoration of the relationship with our 
Creator.  Do we rest on the Sabbath?  Of course not.  Why?  Because we are now the lords of 
sabbath.  We have redefined the rules of sabbath to accommodate ourselves to the needs and desires 
of our culture.  There is, we think, little need for us to regroup, refocus, and reconstitute ourselves 
around the texts and practices which make Christians, Christian. 
 Now abiding strictly by the rules always gets us in trouble, no matter whether the rules are 
the rules of God, or the rules of the culture.  We don’t like rules.  God knows we don’t, so God did 
something new.  He sent his son into the world.  With the advent of Jesus, we no longer look to find 
our righteousness in dietary laws and sabbath rules, nor in the Presbyterian Book of Order.  We find 
our righteousness in Jesus.  Our main means of resistance to the forces of a culture which seeks our 
demise or our accommodation is in him and in the community he calls to be his body. 
 Laws and rules have never made us who we are, and have never established our identity as a 
people, especially not as the people of God.  Our belief that Jesus is Lord is what establishes our 
identity and molds us into a community that can resist the encroachments of any culture.  As the 
Psalmist declared, some trust in chariots, others in their horses, still others in their rules and laws, 
but we trust in the name of the Lord, our God (Psalm 20:7) .  It is the love of God and the love of 
our neighbor that brings us together into a united community of faith. 
 Jesus doesn't bend the rules of sabbath just to declare that rules are meant to be broken.  On 
the contrary, in another time and place he declared that not one jot or tittle of the Law would be 
relaxed.  He bends the rules to declare and establish his lordship.  There is nothing wrong with rules 
of piety or rules of just behavior as long as we remember and acknowledge who is Lord over those 
rules.  So the real clash between Jesus and the Pharisees, and between the church today and the 
culture in which we find ourselves is not over the rules, but over who rules. 
 Jesus Christ is Lord.  That's what we believe, and that’s what we confess.  Everything else is 
just commentary.  And Jesus isn’t just the Lord of the sabbath, he is the sabbath.  “Come to me, all 
who labor and are overburdened, and I will give you rest (Matthew 11:28).”  Our rest, our renewal, 
and our identity is in Jesus himself.  That’s why we gather at this table, to commune with him who 
invites us to commune with God and with each other, who reminds us that love of God and love of 
neighbor is the only rule, the only law, and the only command that God invites us to embrace unto 
our healing. 
 Let us discover a new trust in the Lord, our God, and a new confidence in the power of the 
gospel to convert and save.  Jesus is Lord, even of the sabbath.  Jesus is our sabbath rest.  If we seek 
his will and rejoice in the communion he has created in the church, we have nothing to fear, but our 
own lack of faith.  Come, let us join him as the Lord of this table, which he has prepared for them 
that love him, and be made one in his spirit. 
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