
 

 I feel like I am supposed to talk about the 
Sabbath today. Both our Old Testament and our 
Gospel readings touch on this theme of  the day of  
rest. I do this with some trepidation though, because 
it is so very easy to preach bad sermons on the 
Sabbath.  Also, I'm nervous, because I can't talk 
about the Sabbath without touching at least a little 
bit on politics. 
 Most mainstream Christians do not believe 
that we are obliged to abstain from all work on 
Saturdays as God's people did under the Old 
Covenant. That doesn't mean we don't talk about the 
Sabbath, but usually when I have heard people talk 
about the Sabbath, it is not so much in the sense of  
the Lord’s Day, but in a more extended sense of  
times of  rest, moments of  quiet. We read in 
devotionals, and hear in sermons about the need to 
tune out and turn off  our manifold devices of  
distraction, our iPhones, Androids and emails; to 
take a few moments to be aware of  God and listen 
to his still small voice. 
 I don’t know how many times I have heard 
this message from a pulpit.  It is always popular, 
eliciting nods and quiet “Amens” from even the 
most staid congregations.  And why not? We live in a 
stressful age. Experience, and the Christian 
contemplative tradition, both teach that it is 
important to insert such periods of  rest into our day, 
that allow us to recollect ourselves and God. At my 
seminary, teachers strongly emphasized the 
importance of  self-care, of  finding a balance 
between work and rest. 
 This all very good, true and important but it 
is too easy for us to miss that Sabbath is about a lot 
more than 'taking a break' or 'self-care.' The Bible 
gives two different but related reasons why God 
commands his people to rest. First, we are told, God 
rested on the seventh day of  Creation, and made 
that day hold. Deuteronomy though, gives a 
different reason.    
  

You shall remember that you were a 
slave in the land of  Egypt, and the 
LORD your God brought you out from 
there with a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm. Therefore the LORD 
your God commanded you to keep the 
Sabbath day. (ESV Deut. 5:15)   

 
 Sabbath isn't a general maxim of  healthy life; 

it isn't self-help advice. It is a special command for 
God’s chosen people, based upon God’s covenant. 
The Sabbath was a reminder, repeated every week, 
that God had set the people of  Israel free from 
slavery.  The point of  their lives was no longer to 
work for Pharoah and Egypt.  They were a free 
people, called to the holy rest of  Worship.   
 The Sabbath provides an opportunity for 
God’s people to remember God’s redemption, to 
recall God’s saving deeds in an act of  public and 
common worship. For Christians, of  course, the 
ultimate act of  redemption which we recall is the 
death and resurrection of  Jesus Christ. 
 While God set the people of  Israel free from 
slavery and political oppression in Egypt, through 
his Cross Jesus has given us an even greater freedom, 
releasing us from sin, from guilt, from fear and even 
from death.  That's why we come together to receive 
holy communion on a Sunday, that's the divine act 
of  redemeption we are remembering.   
 We are a people set free by God. In our 
worship, we are reminded that human beings were 
created for rest in God. We weren't made to be 
slaves, and our value as people doesn't come from 
what we accomplish or from how hard we work. It 
comes from the great love God has for us.   
 The Sabbath is all about holy freedom. If  we 
forget this, we make the same mistake the ruler of  
the Synagogue made.  He thought he was protecting 
the sanctity of  the Sabbath, but he was actually 
getting angry because God had set someone free 
from a debilitating illness. He was actually making 
the Sabbath a burden instead of  a sign of  the 
freedom God has given us.  It's crazy. 
 Jesus is as far as you can get from telling us 
we don't need to observe the Sabbath or keep it holy. 
Instead he calls us to keep a true Sabbath.  When we 
keep the Sabbath, when we take time out of  our 
lives and set it aside for holy rest and for worship, 
we ignore the world's demands for a while. By doing 
that we bear witness to the freedom God has given 
us. We show that our hope is not in this world, but 
in God's kingdom and that we are already tasting the 
the rest God promises to his people. The Sabbath 
points us forward to the hope of  a better world. 
 This is where things begin to get political. 
Our age certainly, maybe every age, tends to reduce 
human beings to tools, means of  production, whose 
only value is what they can accomplish for someone 
else. But Sabbath reminds us that we are more than 



 

that. However the world may see us, God sees us as 
his beloved people, the people Christ died to set free, 
and we are citizens of  God's kingdom. We are not 
made merely for subsistence, that flourishing 
involves the leisure to pursue such activities as 
worship, study, art and the other activities covered 
by the shorthand term ‘culture.’ 
 That's why Isaiah connects the Sabbath with 
justice in our reading.  The Sabbath is good news for 
the poor and the oppressed because it is a reminder 
that poverty, lack, and suffering are not part of  
God's will.  It is a reminder of  the dignity of  all 
persons, and it reminds us that as Christians we are 
called to proclaim a message of  freedom.   
 If  we believe this, we have to reject as unjust 
those social, economic and political systems, 
philosophies or theologies which fail to recognize 
this. I am not going to get specific on this.  I am not 
going to advocate particular parties or policies.  My 
only point is to lay out some principles to help us 
think about how we can best live the gospel and 
work toward a world in which Sabbath worship is a 
possibility for all, not merely a luxury for the 
privileged. Ultimately, only God can make that hope 
a reality, when Christ returns again in glory. That 
doesn't excuse us from working toward it.   
  I will say, my own conviction is that the most 
important political action we can take as Christians, 
the most powerful way we can make the world better, 
is simply evangelism. Activisim and advocacy are 
important in their places, but we have something 
better.  We have the gospel, and the gospel has a 
power no political philosophy, no government or 
activist league has.  It has the power to change hearts 
and minds, and it has the power to set people free, 
whatever their circumstances may be.  The power of  
God's word gives people the strength to live and to 
love in a way that nothing else can. If  we want a 
better world, let's start by proclaiming the good 
news that Jesus Christ has set the captives free.   

 


