
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon  

‘Keeping the Sabbath’ 

Trinity 1 – 3rd June, 2018 
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The Sabbath  Deuteronomy 5.12-15,  2 Corinthians 4.5-12,  Mark 2.23-3.6 

 

I have an amazing watch that I take out on the river with me when I’m rowing.  It counts my 

heart rate, tells me how fast I’m rowing, how many stokes per minute I’m doing and so on – 

and at the end of it all, it even tells me how long it will take for my body to recover.  The 

sad news is that, at my age, the recovery part of my exercise regime seems to take longer 

and longer (sometimes as much as a couple of days).  But the point is, if you exercise and 

exercise and exercise, you just get more and more tired and eventually expire.  In order to 

get stronger and fitter you have to stop from time to time - doing nothing is a crucial part of 

being active. 

“For six days you shall labour and do all your work.  But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the 

Lord your God; you shall not do any work, so that your male and female slave may rest as 

well as you.”  I know there’s a lot more to the Sabbath than simply sitting on the sofa all 

day, but resting is a part of it that is treated in quite an extraordinary way by most of us – 

with serious consequences. 

The first amazing thing about this commandment is how much admired those who beak it 

are.  Generally speaking we frown on thieves, murderers and adulterers but I know people 

who are unashamed to boast about their Sabbath breaking - without expecting the 

Archdeacon to be at all concerned.  Who of us can ‘not rest’ for the longest sometimes 

becomes a competition in certain church circles.  But this commandment from God is there 

in the list of ten - not as an appendix, a suggestion or a footnote, but as number four on a 

list of only ten. 

A recent study on food advertising grouped foods into four categories, ranked from the 

most useful to the least useful.  It put meat, fruit and vegetables in the first category; bread 

and cereals in the second; snacks in the third; and sweets, soft drinks, and (alas) beer in the 

fourth.  What the researchers discovered was that the overwhelming proportion of food 

advertising is spent on these latter categories - the least healthy foods.  We receive more 

encouragement to eat badly than to eat well.  We’re probably not surprised by that, we all 

know it, and yet, judging by our eating habits, it seems we still fall for it.  We know what 

nourishes, and yet we go for the junk.  No wonder the government is thinking of banning 

certain food ads before the nine o’clock watershed. 

When it comes to our own spiritual well-being, we all know the theory, we know the list of 

top-ten tips from God, we all know what we ought to do for our spiritual health and yet we 

still allow ourselves to buy into the busy-ness the junk ads are selling.  And it matters. 

It matters for our own well-being and for the well-being of others.  Other people do look at 

us to see what’s so attractive about Jesus, they do look to us for an example of godly living.  

Anyone can be busy, it’s not hard, but can we be content, can we have enough, can we trust 

that we can stop, let go and allow God some room to work, to show his love and creativity?  

After all, “we do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord.”   
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When Sunday trading was legalised everyone rejoiced that at last we were free to be busy 

on Sunday too.  The trouble is, it doesn’t seem to have worked and it’s now becoming 

increasingly common to see people fighting back.  There isn’t an active rebellion against 

shopping on Sunday, but this lack of balance in our lives manifests itself in people finding 

alternative Sabbaths.  There are campaigns to help us ‘rest’ from eating meat, using the 

phones, shopping, drinking alcohol, using plastic – dry January, Veganuary and so on.  Do we 

need to rediscover the balance and perspective that Sabbath gave us - not just putting your 

feet up, but resting from excess, from being in control, from trying to fix everything? 

St Paul reminds us that the godliness within each of us is placed in clay jars, “so that it may 

be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.”  

Non-stop activity gives little room for this extraordinary power to work at all. 

And Paul goes on, “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not 

driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed.”  How 

many of us can say that?  And if we can’t, why can’t we?  We may well feel crushed and 

perplexed but the challenge comes in the “but not” bit.  How is it possible to experience 

these hardships “but not” be crushed, “but not” driven to despair, forsaken or destroyed?  I 

wonder if keeping the Sabbath might have something to do with it.  Can the jars of clay 

stand aside for just a moment and see what the potter can do?  Seeing what happened in the 

passage from Mark, it seems we might be missing out on quite a lot.  “Jesus said to the man, 

‘Stretch out your hand.’ And his hand was restored.”  What an amazing miracle. 

Do we have the confidence, security, and faith not to be crushed when hardships come 

along?  What’s either side of your, “but not…”?  Does keeping the Sabbath have something 

to do with giving us this strength and resolve?  Remember, “This extraordinary power 

belongs to God.” 


