Sunday 26th Feb – Matt 12:1-14 Lord of the Sabbath

Welcome
Prayer – Lord we come today to fix our eyes upon you.  Make us aware of your presence with us, speak to us through your Holy Spirit that we might learn from you and walk closer to you, in Jesus’ name.
40 Be still
Family News + birthdays
Psalm 1:1-3
None of us quite live up to that, do we?  But we remember today as we join together even in our not-quite-getting-it-right that God is holy and good, and we worship him.
For those of you who aren’t quite so used to church, you might find the next song contains a rather odd picture in the second verse, it is a picture from the book of Revelation that speaks of humans and angelic beings bowing down before the throne of the one who was, and is, and will be God eternally.  
Holy, holy, holy Lord God Almighty+ offering
As we remain in the throne room of God let us come to him in prayer.
Prayer box
The Psalmist talked about ‘delighting in God’s law’.  We sang about God’s holiness.  But we know we can’t be good enough, we do mess up, we do fail.  And that’s when we start to need to talk about grace.  The undeserved love we receive from God, that holds us and wants us even when we don’t live up to what he wants from us.  So we sing again, a song that talks of Jesus as our rock and our righteousness when we are unable to be righteous on our own:
My hope is built on nothing less

Who likes rules?
Why do we have them?
What sort of things might we have rules about?  Are these good rules or bad rules?
Have you ever had a situation, maybe at work or at school, where there is a certain rule but people interpret it differently?  We might think maybe of school where you are meant to use the toilets in break times.  Some teachers will see that in certain circumstances you need to go during a lesson; others will say that there is no reason why that should ever happen.  The Pharisees were the type of people who would be so afraid of breaking the rules that they would let you wet yourself.  And one of the things they got all worked up about was the Sabbath.

Let’s look at the rule.  Ex 20:8-11
And then let’s look at what Jesus did.
Reading: Matt 12:1-14
For Jesus, although it is right to do what God says, some things were more important than the strict interpretation of the Law.  And that’s where grace comes in, breaking the chains of the Law and giving us freedom.  But we are going to look at that later.  First the young people are going to go out to their classes, while we sing together:
Amazing grace (my chains are gone) 

We return today to the sermon series of some months ago now, as we journey through the gospel of Matthew.  When we left it Jesus had said that he alone knew the Father and he had said, “Come to me, all who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”  He contrasted the ‘yoke’ of the law, the burden it placed on people, with the ‘yoke’ of his own teaching.  And in today’s reading we find a practical demonstration of that.
Jesus and the disciples were out for a walk in the fields on the Sabbath day.  Sounds quite a nice thing to do!  They got hungry, naturally.  And here was something to snack on!  They picked some of the corn in the fields.  They rubbed it in their fingers to remove the husk and popped it into their mouths.  It sounds like nothing, doesn’t it!  But some Pharisees saw them.  They weren’t bothered about the disciples eating from the fields of a stranger.  They were bothered because picking the corn, and removing the husk, in their minds classed as harvesting and threshing grain.  It was work, and it was unlawful.
Jesus referred them back to an Old Testament story, where King David begged food from the priest.  The priest saw that their need was greater than the law saying this bread was reserved for priestly food, and allowed them to eat it.  He referred them to the ‘work’ of a priest on the Sabbath, which doesn’t break the Sabbath because they are serving in the Temple.  And he pointed out that there are things that are more important than following the Law – kindness, love, mercy.  The priest who shares his food with those in need, the priest who serves God, are not accused of breaking the Law because they do something greater.  
And yet they weren’t satisfied.  They followed him, bringing a man with a physical problem.  How far did Jesus’ assertion of compassion go?  Their rules allowed them to save life, but this man’s problem was not a life-threatening one.  Jesus should have told him to come back another day.  Instead, he offers healing.  I mean, not in a way that any sensible person could consider work, but it was a clear answer to the Pharisees’ challenge.  He was not going to give in to their pressure and refrain from helping someone who needed help.  But the Pharisees, holding on to the Law and insisting on Sabbath observance, decide that Jesus is a lawbreaker and should die.
Just think for a moment.  I want to bring this into a real world situation.  Those of you who work, or who have ever worked.  Your contract might have said you had a certain amount of annual leave each year.  A certain number of days when you were off work and not expected to do anything for your employer; and this time your employer said you had to take.  Your husband, or wife, or parents; someone you respect and look up to; says, “ok, you are not allowed to do any work in this time.”  It’s not inconceivable.  Someone from work phones up to ask you a question and they say, “Don’t answer it.  You’re not working.”  It happens, it sounds fair enough.
But then something else happens.  Your colleague invites you out for a coffee.  Your spouse says, “No, you’re not working.  You cannot meet someone you work with.”  You go to check your personal emails, your mum says, “You can’t turn the computer on, you’re on holiday.”  You want to go shopping, your boss says, “No, I thought you were having the day off.”  That annual leave that was supposed to be a blessing has turned into a “don’t” day.  A day of rules about what is and is not appropriate.  Not what is helpful for you, what is restful for you, what refreshes and reenergises you, or even what is needed to help other people, but what others think you shouldn’t be doing.
Jesus’ arguments with the Pharisees over the Sabbath are ongoing throughout the gospels.  They just don’t get it!  The Law says do not work, then do not work.  No matter what.  Jesus said, no.  You can’t focus on the Law and neglect doing what is right.
We need to see this story, this teaching for what it is.  Jesus is challenging the harsh teaching of the Pharisees which said you could do nothing on the Sabbath, not even to help someone in need.  He is challenging the idea that because threshing grain is work to some people, it is work for everyone even a group of fishermen out for a walk.  He is challenging the idea that because healing is work to some people, it is completely out of bounds however much someone is suffering.  He is arguing that some things are greater than the Law - in particular himself.  But.  We need to hear what Jesus is not saying.  He is not saying Sabbath is not important.
When we hear an argument against a particular practice, we need to hear it in its place.  The people Jesus was speaking to were totally in favour of the Sabbath.  It was central to their identity.  It set them apart as the people of God.  Jesus had no need to tell them it was important.  His argument was that it was not the most important thing.
We, on the other hand, face the opposite situation.  We have so valiantly taken on Jesus’ teaching that we have almost thrown out the Sabbath altogether!  Instead of realising, ‘it is not as important as people’s wellbeing’ or ‘Jesus is greater’ we have said ‘it is not important at all!’  Instead of saying as the Pharisees did, ‘because it is work for a farmer to harvest grain, it is work for all people to pick grain’ we have said, ‘because it is not work for me to do this, it is not work for anyone to do this’.  Instead of saying, ‘I can’t do anything’ we’ve said, ‘I can do anything’.
But this isn’t some incidental teaching we are talking about.  Firstly, this is one of the ten commandments.  Which of the others have we set aside saying they don’t matter?  Which others have we kept half-heartedly?
I know we are here.  We have come to church therefore we think we are doing all we need to do for Sabbath.  We’ve ‘remembered the Sabbath day’.  Have we really?  Have we kept it holy, set it apart from other days, rested as we are called to?  To say I can do anything I like as long as I also go to church is like saying, I can beat someone up as much as I want but as long as they don’t die I’m not breaking the commandments.  
But more than that, Jesus elsewhere said, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”  Again we take note of that by saying, “Man was not made for the Sabbath.  We weren’t made just to keep laws.”  What we don’t see is that, “The Sabbath was made for man.”  It is FOR OUR GOOD.  It is a GIFT!  Why do we turn away from it?
We’ve gone the other way with my annual leave story.  We’ve spent our annual leave time doing housework, thinking about our job, answering our coworkers’ every call.  What was meant to be a blessing, what was challenged by the legalism of others, has just fizzled out.  We get to the end and feel like we haven’t really had a break at all.
Maybe we need to remember the real focus of the Sabbath.  The way it set the Jewish people apart from the culture around them.  While the towns around were busy, trading and doing business, the Jewish people were to step away from that and declare that their faith was not in working for their livelihood, wanting more and more, but in the God who provides for their needs.  Isn’t that a cultural statement for today?  We live in a material world (as Madonna says!); a consumer world where people look for more and more ‘stuff’, where life is found in the abundance of possessions and seeking achievements.  God calls us for one day each week to step out of that world, to stand against it and declare that is not true life.  To find life in love and relationships, time and creation, not ‘things’ and ‘doing’.
Let me ask you, what makes Sabbath different for you than any other day?  How do you ‘set it apart,’ which is what holiness means?
I’m not calling for a new legalism.  I’m not saying we should set up our own rules around what we can or can’t do.  But I am telling you, Sabbath is a calling and a blessing.  It is a calling because it sets us apart from the ‘rat race’ and marks us as runners of a different kind of race entirely.  It is a blessing because when we learn to rest we truly can rest!
At 40 years old, and a Christian for over 20 of them, I started taking Sabbath seriously only a few months ago.  I remember growing up and Sundays being really boring (sorry mum!).  I remember as an adult spending them doing housework or shopping or all that stuff that you don’t have time to do when you are working in the week.  It has always seemed ironic to me that on the day we are supposed to have as a day of rest we cook the biggest and most labour-intensive meal of the week!
Talking about this at college I realised that in recent years Sundays have been work rather than rest for me.  Yes, God-focussed work – but so should the rest of the week be.  We even do our church meetings these days on a Sunday afternoon… where is the rest???  Am I the only one that ends such weekends more tired than I began?  So I started to be intentional about taking Saturdays as my rest days.  I will either prepare/cook the night before or make something really quick and easy.  I will do my washing and my housework on a Friday night.  I will REFUSE to write a to do list for Saturday.
And that is my answer.  If it is something I could put on a to do list, I will not do it.  If it is something I ‘have’ to do that is exactly what I should not be doing.  Sabbath is for doing what feeds me, refreshes me, delights me.  It is a day set apart to enjoy God – not in endless prayer and reading but just in being in his world, noticing the gifts he has given me and making the most of them.  For me that is a lie in, a relaxed breakfast, time to visit friends or relatives, go for a walk, read a book, play games… Not letting myself be forced into the world’s priorities of achieving and getting but focus on God’s priorities of love and being.
It is amazing.  It has become my favourite day of the week.  Yes, Friday night can be stressful!  But I have Saturday to look forward to.  I can look forward to receiving God’s gift of Sabbath, to being refreshed and renewed.
But again, we keep it in perspective.  Things will happen that need to be dealt with.  We will come across people who need our help.  Sabbath is not an excuse not to help them!  The key is in balance.  Sabbath is not the most important thing – but it is still important.
With that in mind, let me ask you again.
What will you do to set Sabbath apart?  To make it different?
I can’t tell you what classes as work in your life.  For some people gardening is a chore, for others it is a recreation.  But what can you do to make a whole day dedicated to rest and enjoyment of God?  When might that happen?  If Sundays are busy, which they often are, especially if church feels like ‘work’, is there another day when you can just rest?  What would help you to do that?  It might require preparation, a juggling of routines, doing things the night before or the morning after.  I promise you it is worth it.
God gives us so much.  But sometimes we can rush through life and fail to appreciate it.  Sometimes we are so taken over by the materialism, capitalism, consumerism of the world that we just can’t stop and rest.  It’s as though we seek fulfilment in ‘doing’ and see a day in which we haven’t achieved anything as a day wasted.  We need instead to be Sabbath people; a people who value the invisible achievements of time and relationships, the ‘stuff’ of God’s creation more than the ‘stuff’ of the shops.
So let us find that balance in the life God gives us.  ‘There are six days in which to do work – and a day in which to rest.’  God rested in creation, Jesus rested in his ministry – how are we more able to work than they are?  But we do not rest in a legalistic, ‘do this, don’t do that’ way or tell others how they should find their rest; we rest in a way that enjoys God and brings light and life to ourselves and to others.  And as we do so we witness to our trust in God to provide for our needs and to grant us fulfilment in our lives.
I invite you for a moment now just to sit and be still, as we listen to some music and contemplate the rest into which God invites us.
	The Lord’s my shepherd
Let us pray.
Lord I want to thank you for the gift of Sabbath.  You knew that we could not live life at full speed 24/7.  You never designed us for fulfilment through busyness and ‘stuff’ but for fulfilment through you.  Would you show us how to rest.  Show us how to stand up to the culture of doing and having, and become people who know how to just ‘be’.  May our Sabbath rest give us strength for the week of work.  But keep this as a living, grace-filled, blessed time that brings life to us and to others.  We ask these things in Jesus’ name.

Let us sing our final hymn, acknowledging God’s presence in every day and every time as we remember those times he has set apart specifically for us.
Lord of all hopefulness
As we go from here, may the love of God strengthen you in your labours and the peace of God fill you in your rest.  Let’s say the grace together.
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