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When I was growing up Sunday was a day which had its pleasures.  Early in the morning were 

were encouraged to stay in bed a little longer by having special Sunday books to read - left out 

for us on Saturday night and only seen on Sunday.  There was bacon for breakfast.  There was 

Sunday School, which was usually fun.  And then my father and sister would get home first and 

make the Sunday lunch, which my mother had left instructions for and was always a bit special.  

In the afternoon it might be a good day when we went to visit one or other set of grandparents, or 

it might be one of these less pleasurable Sundays when my parents decreed that we would all go 

for a walk: though once the initial moans were over that wasn't too bad either.  And at tea time 

there would be the "Sunday cake".  But there were restrictions: we would never spend money - 

that wasn't so difficult.  But we were not allowed to go to our friends' homes or have them come 

to play with us.  And if they came to the door they were sent away.  There were times you would 

rather have your friends than bacon and Sunday cake!   

A generation before, my Sunday restrictions would have been more normal, and might even have 

seemed quite lax.  I lived through the end of Sabbath day observance in Scotland, and I remember 

when shops were first allowed to open and the horror when a friend's mother interviewed for the 

local paper said that she saw nothing wrong in it.  Now nearly everyone shops on a Sunday 

(though I still try not to), and children's sporting events are on a Sunday because "No one is busy 

then" and professional sporting events happen on a Sunday, and it is not so different from a 

Saturday for most people.  And except in the Western Isles, whether it should be different is no 

longer even a conversation that is happening. 

Jesus does not debate whether or not the Sabbath should be observed.  That is not the point of the 

two stories we read today.  Jesus was a good Jew.  We see him going to synagogue as a matter of 

course.  What he is concerned with is seeing that the Sabbath should be kept in the right way and 

for the right reasons.  Just as later we will see him angry when he cleanses the temple of all the 

accumulated rubbish of unnecessary religious ritual which is masking its true purpose, so here we 

see him angry, angry at those who would not open their eyes and their minds to see that the 

Sabbath is God's gift to us to enhance life, not restrict it. 

That God gave us a day of rest so that we could rest and enjoy it and enjoy him is something 

which Sabbatarians of whatever persuasion often seem to lose sight of.   The Pharisees certainly 

did. In these stories the Pharisees appear to be a bit like spies in a cartoon, popping out from 

behind bushes or pillars just when you think the coast is clear.  Or else they can seem to be more 

sinister, like the East German Stasi, with eyes and arms everywhere, monitoring and 



documenting every wrong move.  In fact they were not like either of these things.  The Pharisees 

had been around for two hundred years, a group of people who wanted to see God honoured.  

They had no legal standing, but over time had gained a moral authority.  They sought to see God 

honoured by the strict keeping of the law, but in the two hundred years had made that law 

keeping a matter of national pride and identity as much as a matter of worship and devotion.  All 

Sabbatarians who want to return to the Sunday practices of the past should note that, and ask 

themselves if their motives are as completely unmixed as they like to think.  

What angered Jesus about the Pharisees was their hardness of heart.  This means hardness of 

intellect, not of the emotions.  The people watching Jesus and waiting to accuse him had already 

made up their minds about him.  They sat in the synagogue and heard his question: "Is it lawful to 

do good or harm on the Sabbath, to save life or to kill?"  It was a good question, but those asked 

could not allow themselves to consider it at all: their minds were set in one direction, and they 

had no intention of changing course.  Just a wee extra thought for you: when the church is mired 

in controversy it is usually because we have hardened our hearts, or as we might say nowadays, 

we have closed our minds, to hear only our own position and those who agree with us. 

It probably was not their intention, but the Pharisees had taken the delight of the Sabbath - a day 

off!  A time to worship! - and made it a burden.  Jesus came to take the burden of the law - the 

Sabbath law and all other divine law - and make it a delight: to fulfil your destiny!  To walk with 

God! 

When we read the giving of the law of Sabbath in Deuteronomy we get the gist of the original 

intention: the people are to have that most wonderful thing - a day off, and they get this because 

they are free people.  Slaves do not get a day off; their time is not their own, ever.  But free 

people can determine their own use of their time.  And God's children are not his slaves, but free.   

They were free to walk through the corn fields on the Sabbath, so long as the walk was not so 

long as to be wearisome - which it cannot have been, since the Pharisees had made the same walk 

and did not mention it as a problem.  They were not free to harvest, but rubbing a few ears of 

corn for a pleasant snack, that was permitted on any other day, and was by no means harvesting.  

When Jesus quotes King David to them, he is I think doing it with a smile, even if only an inward 

one that his opponents could not see.  It is ridiculous to compare the disciples few ears of corn 

with David's starving men needing bread: but scriptural comparison was the only argument the 

Pharisees would acknowledge.  Common sense had no place.  What the disciples did was 

enhancing the pleasure and relaxation of the Sabbath, and not detracting from anyone else's day.  

God's children are free to use common sense as well as Scripture, so long as one does not 

contradict the other. 

The cornfield was a private incident, just the disciples there.  But in the synagogue the opposition 

was made public.  It could not be smiled away, laughed off.  It made Jesus angry.  Those who use 

God's name to restrict the life of others make Jesus angry.  He knew that God wanted him to do 

good on the Sabbath - as every other day.  He knew that God wanted the man's life saved, made 

whole again.  Moreover he knew, as the Pharisees did not, that while it did not matter how he did 

it, he could do it without breaking any of their regulations.  He did not so much as touch the man, 

simply asked him to stretch out his hand.  I wish I had been there.  I wish I had seen him in his 

anger showing the Pharisees that he is not going to give them a handle against him, not even by 

infringing their non-Scriptural regulations in the least little bit, but still bringing the life-



enhancing Kingdom of God to transform a life withered like the hand. 

Sabbath is God’s gift to us.  If you give someone a gift, which you hope will give lasting joy and 

pleasure, and you find that it is not being used correctly - a skipping rope being used to tie 

someone up instead of for fun and games, say - you might be a little miffed.   You might be sorry 

you had given the gift.  You might feel the need to show how your gift was supposed to be used.  

This is how Jesus felt, and this is what he did.  He set out to redeem the Sabbath, for a world 

which needs it. 

We live in a world which needs it more than ever.  Sunday is now regarded as the day on which 

you can get things done, because most people are still free then.  Events for children are 

increasingly arranged on a Sunday. This ties up the parents’ time as well.  Or the grandparents.  

The shops bustle on a Sunday, and sports grounds, and very often people no longer have any time 

in the week when they can be sure of being quiet, of stopping still, of reflecting and resting and 

being in the company of the one who loves them best of all.  We live in a time when people have 

more leisure time than ever, but are more tired than they have ever been.  Sabbath is needed. 

I remember when I worked with the Methodists in suburban Chicago, there was a single mother 

called Lois who used to come to worship.  She came with her boys week by week, and week by 

week she fell asleep in the service, after the children went out.  And the minister said to me: “We 

have a real gift of Sabbath for Lois: she is enough at home here to get her rest.” 

That is the gift of the Sabbath; not the gift of sleeping in church - but it is no crime if you do - but 

the gift of rest, of refreshment. It is the gift which is given us to pass on to a world that really 

needs it. It is not about not doing things, except to make sure that nothing gets in the way of time 

spent with family - God’s family, which is also our family, and God himself, who adores us.  

When you are dating, when you are in love, then if the beloved invites you to spend the evening, 

to come on a date, you move heaven and earth to leave that time free.  You cancel other 

invitations.  You put off domestic chores: they will still be there later.  You want to be with the 

beloved.  Is that how you feel about coming to Sunday worship? 

If it is not, is the lack in you or in God, or in how we spend this time with God? 

And how do you think your non-church-going neighbour thinks of this time on a Sunday?  Do 

you think that they realise that this is the time par excellence which we spend with the one who 

loves us?  Do you think they realised that coming to be loved as well could be the most restful, 

refreshing thing they might do all week?  Sabbath is our gift to the world, if we know how to give 

it, if we can help people see beyond the stereotype of “church” to see that what we do here is 

worship: the worship and wonder of love, which rests and transforms and excites like nothing 

else. 

Amen. 


