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Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and from 
our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. One thing all of 
us intrinsically know is that every game has a set of rules. 
In basketball you can’t walk or run with the ball unless 
you’re bouncing it on the ground. In football you can run 
with the ball, but you’re not allowed bounce it. In baseball 
you can run around the bases until someone tags you with 
the ball. In golf, the only way you can touch the ball is 
with a club – and then only for the purpose of hitting it 
into a little hole which has been punched into a well-
manicured lawn. In pool you can only hit the ball with the 
end of a cue stick. And when you’re playing volleyball 
you can hit the ball with your hands, but only once – and 
you can’t catch it, dribble it, or run with it. Those are the 
rules! 

Without rules games wouldn’t be very exciting, be-
cause if everyone could do whatever they pleased there’d 
be no cooperation, no play, and no fun. Rules, though in 
some sense limiting, actually provide a kind of freedom 
which enables people to play together. And we all know 
what happens to that person who doesn’t play by the rules 
– he’ll get thrown out of the game and will no longer be 
welcome! Another thing lots of games have is a referee. 
But if the referee doesn’t know the rules, chaos will be the 
result. I can remember as a teenager a friend asking me to 
referee a baseball game. I told him I didn’t think I knew 
the rules well enough to be an umpire, but he convinced 
me otherwise. As I recall, the game lasted about 2 innings 
before both coaches got their heads together and called the 
game for ineptitude on the part of the umpire. It seems 
they had this thing about the referee knowing the rules of 
the game! 

That brings me to the account from this morning’s 
Gospel about some Pharisees, Jesus, and an incident that 
took place on a particular Sabbath a long time ago. Now 
the Pharisees tended to see themselves as the referees and 
rule makers of their day. They probably meant well, but 
always managed to spoil the fun for everybody else. They 
thought they were doing people a favor with their own 
unique interpretation the Law – or in this case, one of the 
laws concerning the Sabbath. The rules of the Sabbath 
were actually quite simple – no one was supposed to 
work. For six days people were to work from sunrise to 
sunset. But on the seventh day they were supposed to rest 
– as were their children, employees, and servants – as well 
as their ox, their jackass, and their dog. No one – no one – 
was to work from sunset Friday until sunset Saturday. It 
was to be a day off, a holiday, a holy day. 

There were two reasons for this. The first was that after 
God created the heavens, the earth, and all living things 

He looked at the work of His hands and said: “This is very 
good!” – then took the 7th day off to relax and enjoy all the 
very good stuff He had made. And so it was that the 7th 
day was a holiday, a holy day – a day to remind us that 
only God is God, and that we are not. When you work 
seven days a week, what you’re actually doing is trying to 
outdo God – something we’ve all naturally been prone to 
do ever since the Fall. If God can create the heavens and 
the earth in only six days, you and I ought to be able to do 
what we need to do in our six days so we can take a day 
off. And if it should happen that we’re too busy to relax 
and enjoy the gifts of God, something is terribly wrong. 

Beware of busyness. It’s a sickness of the soul, an 
idleness of the spirit that means something is out of whack 
in your life. All your cylinders aren’t firing in the right 
order. Work, play, and worship are all mixed up. Your 
idols are getting pushy and demanding, and you may very 
well be on your way to a breakdown or a burn out. The 
second reason for resting is found in today’s Gospel – 
namely that slaves don’t get a day off. That privilege be-
longs to God’s free children. “Remember that you were 
slaves and that Yahweh brought you out with a mighty 
hand and an outstretched arm. So don’t go acting like 
slaves, and don’t treat your workers as if they were only a 
commodity. Take a day off. Celebrate your freedom. Keep 
the Sabbath. Rest.” 

To the Jews, working on the Sabbath meant you were 
losing your freedom. On the Sabbath you were to let God 
do all the work while you rest and receive His gifts. The 
Sabbath reminds us, then, that salvation is by God’s grace, 
a gift, not by works, lest anyone should boast. But rest 
doesn’t mean “do nothing.” In those days it began with a 
family meal as the sun went down on Friday evening. The 
Sabbath was to be a party, a celebration, that time when 
there were two cups of wine instead of the usual water. 
Three meals were eaten on the Sabbath rather than the 
usual two. People went to the synagogue in the morning to 
hear God’s Word, sing Psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. 
They hung out with God and with His people. The Sab-
bath was a day filled with eating, drinking, listening and 
singing. But people didn’t work. The Sabbath was a little 
piece of paradise – heaven on earth at the end of the work 
week – a day of praise and play. But no work, for work 
was never part of God’s original design. Rather sweat 
dripping from our brows was God’s curse for our rebel-
lion. Praise and play was the original plan. 

As you might imagine, questions came up. What if 
one’s ox fell into a ditch? What if someone got sick? What 
exactly was meant by “work?” So in came the rabbis to 
the rescue. They plowed through their Bibles and figured 



 

out 39 kinds of work you couldn’t do on the Sabbath. 
That’s 40 less 1 – just like the beatings Jesus endured – 
which shows you where their thinking was. Harvesting 
grain was another biggie. You couldn’t cut grain on the 
Sabbath even during harvest. In the Bible, harvesting 
meant using a sickle, whereas picking grain by hand 
wasn’t harvesting, but snacking – which you could do 
even in a neighbor’s field without asking. But when it 
came to the commandments, the rabbi’s rule was “better 
safe than sorry.” So when the religious types spied Jesus 
and His disciples snacking on the Sabbath, they said, 
“Hey! That’s against the rules! You’re not supposed to 
work. You’re supposed to rest!” 

Leave it to the Pharisees to turn rest into work. Jesus, 
of course, was no Sabbath breaker – far from it. He kept 
the Sabbath perfectly and to the letter. It was all the man-
made rules that Jesus had no patience with. They crimped 
his freedom, pinched His joy, turned rest into work, play 
into programs, and Gospel into Law. They left no room 
for God to do His work. But Jesus did much more than 
just keep the Sabbath. He fulfilled it. On a Friday called 
Good He finished His work of suffering, sweating, bleed-
ing and dying on the tree for our salvation. He died the 
death of a Sabbath breaker, and then He rested – spending 
that last of the Old Testament Sabbaths in the tomb. The 
next day, the first day of the week, He rose from the dead. 

That’s why the Apostles chose Sunday as the chief day 
for worship. It was the 8th day, the first day of a new crea-
tive week. Jesus’ rising marked the dawn of that new day 
– the first day of the new creation. It made perfect sense. 
Indeed, it made so much sense, that the Apostles called 
Sunday “the Lord’s Day” – but never the Sabbath. You 
see, there is no special Sabbath day in the New Testament, 
just as there’s no tithe, no daily sacrifice, no Temple, and 
no high priest. All those things were fulfilled in Jesus. The 
7th day Adventists have it all wrong when they say you 
have to worship on Saturday. The Reformed are mistaken 
when they call Sunday the Christian Sabbath. “New wine 
goes into new wineskins,” Jesus said. Old wineskins 
would explode under the pressure of new wine. The Old 
Testament wineskins can’t contain the new wine of Jesus. 
And no one day could possibly contain all the gifts that 
Jesus died and rose to give. 

Occasionally one hears Christians, even Lutheran 
Christians, make a fuss over Sunday soccer, baseball, vol-
leyball or bicycle races. They circulate petitions, try to get 
blue laws passed, saying such things are “anti-Christian” 
and interfere with Church. But that’s so only if we let it. 
The only way a Sunday soccer game could possibly inter-
fere with Church is if we let them set up their goal here in 
the Chancel. Have you ever had someone tell you that 
having Church on Sunday was a problem for their family 
because they were so busy? They were right. But their 
problem wasn’t the day of the week. It’s was their heart. 

Play without praise might sound resting and relaxing, 
but it isn’t Sabbath. It’s idolatry, and the end of that road 
drops off in the pits of hell. Hell is the place where there’s 

never any rest, no Sabbath, only work. Actually, I think 
Sunday morning sports and entertainment are a great idea. 
Unbelievers need something to do on their day off. But 
that stuff isn’t for Christians. The Baptized are already 
booked. They’re busy resting in Jesus. If you don’t like 
the fact that stores and bars are open on Sunday, don’t 
patronize ‘em. If you don’t like what your neighbor is do-
ing on Sunday, give him a better playground to play in. 
Tell him about Jesus. Invite him to Church. 

The heart of Sabbath, then, is not a day but the Word. 
The Word is what makes any day a holy day. With Jesus, 
it’s no longer the Sabbath day, but simply Sabbath – rest 
and re-creation. Sabbath happens wherever the Word and 
the Sacraments are, whenever Baptized believers are gath-
ered to rest in His Word and recline at His table. That’s 
why Luther wrote in the Small Catechism that “We should 
fear and love God so that we do not despise preaching and 
His Word, but hold it sacred, gladly hear and learn it.” 

Gladly is a Gospel word – a faith word. Hearts that re-
ceive God’s gifts are glad. Faith doesn’t ask, “Do I have to 
go to Church today?” That’s like asking, “Do I have to 
rest? Do I have to play?” No, you don’t have to rest. You 
don’t have to relax. You can work all you want. You can 
work yourself to death if you want. But you don’t have to. 
There is rest, a Sabbath available to you. Jesus says, 
“Come to Me, all you who are weary and heavy burdened, 
and I will give you rest.” “Come and recline at My Sab-
bath table.” “Come and rest in My Word.” “Be refreshed 
and renewed by My Spirit. Pray and praise and play.” 

Think of Sabbath then as a liturgical playground – a 
safe place with a fence around it where God’s free chil-
dren can play in His presence. There we can dress up, sing 
songs, have processions, and make a big fuss over what 
Jesus is doing for us. We can forget about work, lay down 
our load, and just rest. We don’t have to worry about what 
time it is. That’s why Churches don’t have clocks hanging 
on the wall. There’s no hurry. We have all day. We’re 
having Sabbath. Jesus is Lord of this playground. It’s His 
to do with as He pleases. Sabbath is His game, and He’s 
not going to let any sharp-penciled rule makers interfere. 
Here’s how Sabbath works: You’re Baptized and taught 
everything that was entrusted to His Apostles, because 
Sabbath is a lifelong discipline of dying and rising in Je-
sus. It’s a community activity. There’s no such thing as a 
private Sabbath. You hear God’s Word of repentance and 
forgiveness, and you pray, praise, and give thanks. Sab-
bath is conversation with God – eating Jesus’ body as 
bread and drinking His blood as wine, trusting that this is 
the same body and blood He gave and shed for you on the 
cross for the forgiveness of your sins. Sabbath is eating 
and drinking with God. And on the Last Day, you rise 
from the grave to enjoy one big eternal Sabbath with God. 
And the best part of it is that there’s no work – only rest – 
because Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one true 
faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 


