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 Sabbath Living 

 I Samuel 21:1-6; Matthew 12:1-14 

 

 Most of you know that I just returned from two weeks away.  The first week I spent at a 

conference I go to every year.  The theme this year was “Ho, Come to the Waters” and was held in 

Galveston, Texas.  Galveston is on the Gulf of Mexico and the hotels were located right across the 

street from the ocean.  Which would have provided an amazing view if it hadn’t been so foggy all 

week that we could hardly see the parking lot much less the ocean a few feet away until the last day!  

But for this pastor this conference is a Sabbath experience.  For each day we worship together - this 

year as a body of 700 people gathered by the waters to sing and pray and be inspired.    

 The second week I was away I did something for myself - something my children have 

reminded me that I don’t do very often.  I went on a cruise to the Western Caribbean with some of my 

colleagues from the conference.  And for me the cruise was not about the ports of call or even the 

many activities on the ship but providing me with a time of Sabbath.  And I can tell you the most 

powerful experience for me was sitting on the balcony of my state room looking out over the vast 

ocean as the sun set on a beautiful day.  It was a reminder of the vastness of God’s creation, the 

steadfastness of God’s provision and the gift of life itself.  Friends, taking time for a Sabbath - a time 

of rest and renewal is an important part of life and I am extremely grateful for the time away for rest 

and renewal gives me new energy for the road ahead.   

 Did you know that the word Sabbath which comes from the Hebrew word shabbat actually 

means to stop, to cease or to rest?  We think of it as a special day of the week but at its root it is about 

being still - ceasing to work - resting - so that we can take out eyes off ourselves and the many things 

that crowd our lives and focus on God and what God has done for us.  

 The roots of our Sabbath observance as Christians are found in the Exodus story.  As a matter 
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of fact the word Sabbath does not appear in Scripture until the book of Exodus just before the giving of 

the ten commandments.  Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy is the fourth commandment.  And 

when you read the commandments in Exodus 20 and in Deuteronomy 5 we notice that the fourth 

commandment is the longest - required the most explanation of any of the commandments.  And yet 

when we look at these two versions we discover that God gave two reasons for the importance of this 

commandment. And they both inform our understanding of the Sabbath. 

 In Exodus 20 God said:   

 Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work. But 

the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your 

daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. For in six days 

the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore 

the Lord blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it.  

 We are to remember the sabbath day and keep it holy.  Why according to Exodus?  Because 

when God created the world God rested on the seventh day.  God took time to reflect on what God had 

created and to find joy in creation.  It was part of the rhythm of creation to take time to reflect and to 

feel gratitude for all that had been created.  And God saw that it was good and rejoiced in it.  And so 

we are to remember the sabbath and to keep it holy - set apart.  To honor a period of time -to set apart 

time to reflect and to offer joy and praise just as God did.  Our rhythm of life is to be modeled after 

God’s rhythm.  If God did it there must be something to it!! 

 In Deuteronomy 5 a different reason for setting apart a time for a sabbath was given.  

 Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. Six days you 

shall labor and do all your work. But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not 

do any work—you, or your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your 

donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns, so that your male and female 
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slave may rest as well as you. 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. 

 The reason for observing the sabbath was to remember that they were no longer slaves - they 

were not required to work seven days a week any longer and that was not God’s intention for them - 

for God had brought them out of Egypt and showed them a new way of life.  And this new way of life 

would honor all people and all of creation by providing a rest for all - even the slaves among them.  

Sabbath was to be a time to remember the gift of freedom that God had provided for all creation and to 

honor that gift with a time focused on the gift giver.     

 We live in a world today that is 24/7/365.  Our lives are so full that we often fill our time off of 

work with “working at playing!”  We fill every minute with activity and forget to take time to reflect 

and rejoice in what God has given us.  And we find ourselves exhausted.  Because this was not what 

God intended.  From the beginning God created a rhythm that allows and enourages a time to rest and 

reflect and celebrate the gift of life itself. 

 Years ago there were some American explorers who went to Africa.  They employed some 

native guides.  The first day they rushed to cover as much distance as possible.  They did the same 

thing on the second, third, and every day.  On the seventh day they noticed the guides sitting under a 

tree.  “Come on,” they shouted, “Let’s go.”   

 One of the guides replied, “We no go today.  We rest today to let our souls catch up with our 

bodies.”  (Https://www.sermons.com/sermon/the-sabbath-delightfully-different/1343117) 

 Friends, that is the purpose of the sabbath - to let our souls catch up with our bodies so that we 

can remember and honor God - the giver of life and the provider of our freedom to live abundant lives.  

That is why for many of us our sabbath observance involves attending a worship service.  For it is 

when we come together as a community of faith to sing, pray and hear God’s word proclaimed that we 
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intentionally focus on God.  We take time to place God first and to remember all that God has done for 

us.  Worship and sabbath rest is about giving our souls time to catch up with our bodies and we so need 

that in our world today.   

 That is what the Pharisees in our story from Matthew this morning had forgotten.  When they 

confronted Jesus about his disciples actions on the Sabbath they were more concerned with people 

keeping the rules related to the Sabbath - doing things decently and in order - than they were with 

providing ways for the disciples to find time to focus on God.  As a matter of fact they were not 

focused on God themselves on that Sabbath day spending their time monitoring others instead of 

worshiping God!  

 On this Sabbath day Jesus and his disciples were walking through a grainfield.  They were 

hungry and so they plucked the heads of the grain off and ate them.  Now this would be fine on any 

other day but it was the Sabbath and plucking the heads of the grain was considered harvesting the 

grain and that was against one of the laws of the Sabbath.  The Pharisees were quick to point this out to 

Jesus.  Jesus responded not with one example but with three from their scriptures when exceptions 

were made to their man made rules related to Sabbath observance. 

 First, he reminded them of a story from the life of King David.  The story we read from First 

Samuel this morning.  This was before David had become king.  David was fleeing King Saul because 

Saul wanted to kill him and David went to the priest Abimelech.  He needed food and asked the priest 

to provide it.  The only food available for the priest to share was the bread of the Presence - the holy 

bread.  It was not ordinarily given to appease hunger but because it was David and David was in need 

the priest made an exception and gave it to him.  An exception had been made for David by a priest so 

why not for Jesus’ disciples?  

 The second example related to the very things priests were called to do. The commandment 

said you did not work on the Sabbath day and yet the priests in the temple were called upon to work 
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offering sacrifices in the temple so that others could honor God.  Exceptions were made for the priests 

so why not for Jesus’ disciples? 

 And finally Jesus reminded them of the words of the prophet Hosea who said God desired 

mercy and not sacrifice.  This is the second time we have heard Jesus mention this passage to the 

Pharisees in Matthew.  Jesus’ disciples were hungry and for Jesus that was what mattered.  And it 

should be what matters to all people.  If God desired mercy more than sacrifice why not food rather 

than following the laws? 

 Jesus was not saying observing the Sabbath was not important for he kept the sabbath - for the 

very next account tells us he went into the synagogue - into the place of worship. And there he saw a 

man with a withered hand in need of a cure.  His eyes were immediately drawn to the one in need who 

had come to worship God.  The Pharisees saw him too and looking for a way to trap Jesus instead of 

focusing on worshiping God they asked Jesus if it was lawful to cure on the sabbath.  For they knew 

that the ritual law said only in case of life and death would it be lawful and a withered hand would not 

be considered life or death - although it might have kept him from working and earning a living.  Jesus 

replied by asking them what the answer would be if someone’s only sheep had fallen in a pit - 

wouldn’t they go in to help it?  Of course they would!  And this was a person - a human being in need!  

Jesus declared that it was lawful to do good on the Sabbath.  And he restored the man’s withered hand 

on the Sabbath in the synagogue.  Jesus was advocating not just sabbath keeping but sabbath living.  

Lives centered on caring for others and concerned for human need over rules and regulation.  For if 

remembering and observing the sabbath day to keep it holy does not move us to actions that reflect 

God’s love for all of creation then we are not honoring God through our worship.   

 Friends, we follow the fourth commandment remembering the sabbath day keeping it holy or 

we wouldn’t be in worship on a Sunday morning.  Many are not.  Fewer and fewer every year make 

the effort to set aside a day for God - a time to worship and center on God.  And yet maybe one reason 
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our society has tended to move away from Sabbath keeping is because they have not seen enough 

people modeling Sabbath living inside the sanctuary and when they leave places of worship and go out 

into the world.    

 Have we forgotten why God commanded us to remember and observe the Sabbath?   

 Have we become too focused on our own needs and taken our eyes off of God  

  and God’s desire that we offer mercy to others?   

 Have we forgotten to give time for our souls to catch up with our bodies  

  and in the process allowed our priorities to get mixed up?   

 Have we spent more time and energy on maintaining our traditions and rituals  

  that we have forgotten to respond to the needs of people around us, 

  the needs of the very people among us in need of healing?   

If we have - if worshiping God faithfully does not open our eyes to needs around us and call us to  

 

respond then we need to take time for our souls to catch up to our bodies so we can remember.  For  

 

Jesus reminds us that we are to do good on the Sabbath and every day.  And my friends, that is what  

 

Sabbath living is all about.  May we follow Christ’s example.... 


