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 A Discussion about the Sabbath
23 One Sabbath day as Jesus was walking through some grain-fields, his disciples began breaking off heads of wheat. 24 But the Pharisees said to Jesus, “They shouldn’t be doing that! It’s against the law to work by harvesting grain on the Sabbath.”
25 But Jesus replied, “Haven’t you ever read in the Scriptures what King David did when he and his companions were hungry? 26 He went into the house of God (during the days when Abiathar was high priest), ate the special bread reserved for the priests alone, and then gave some to his companions. That was breaking the law, too.”          27 Then he said to them, “The Sabbath was made to benefit people, and not people to benefit the Sabbath. 28 And I, the Son of Man, am master even of the Sabbath!”
Jesus Heals on the Sabbath
3 Jesus went into the synagogue again and noticed a man with a deformed hand. 2 Since it was the Sabbath, Jesus’ enemies watched him closely. Would he heal the man’s hand on the Sabbath? If he did, they planned to condemn him. 3 Jesus said to the man, “Come and stand in front of everyone.” 4 Then he turned to his critics and asked, “Is it legal to do good deeds on the Sabbath, or is it a day for doing harm? Is this a day to save life or to destroy it?” But they wouldn’t answer him. 5 He looked around at them angrily, because he was deeply disturbed by their hard hearts. Then he said to the man, “Reach out your hand.” The man reached out his hand, and it became normal again! 6 At once the Pharisees went away and met with the supporters of Herod to discuss plans for killing Jesus.
  
When is the law an ass?  You’ve possibly heard stories of when a pregnant woman is in labour and things are progressing faster than expected and they are racing to get to the hospital and speed to get there and get pulled over by a police officer and the police officer summing up the situation and not wanting to deliver the baby on the side of the road lets them go for it or even provides an escort to get through traffic.  That might be a case? We have speed limits for a good reason but in extreme circumstances the law must be put aside to do the right thing.  Many movies have this in them, is it ok to take a life to prevent someone killing someone else.  Laws, good laws which work most of the time can sometimes actually get in the way of our being truly human and responding to human need.
To our two passages: You do get the feeling Jesus is being stalked here, he’s become like one of the royal’s or a super star who can’t do anything without the paparazzi catching a picture of it.  He can’t even go for a quiet walk with his friends, without the Pharisees following him waiting for him to trip up. What were the Pharisees doing out in the fields on the Sabbath?  Were they stationed to spy on Jesus and his disciples?  Is that how the Sabbath should be kept?  

Remember the Pharisees are the seriously devoted ones they are not evil people, they are trying to maintain true religion.  This makes these scenes and the thought that the faithful, devoted ones are ultimately the ones who have him crucified even more challenging.

The Sabbath controversies continue the old/new theme raised in 2:21-22. New wine goes in new wine skins, old ones burst.  The new message of the Kingdom of God doesn’t fit with the old ways of living by the law.  Grace and law collide head on.  
A couple of things about the first part of the reading need explaining here.  What’s a Sabbath?  Exodus 34:21 “Six days shall you work and but on the seventh you shall rest.  In ploughing time and in harvest you shall rest”.  No work on the Sabbath - now what constitutes work?  The Pharisees were so scared of breaking God’s law that they created other laws to define for people when they were overstepping the mark.  They had 39 rules which defined when something broke the Sabbath and one of them was picking the heads off the grain – that was harvesting and a no, no.

The seventh day the Sabbath is of course our Saturday, but as the early church began to become more distinct they began to celebrate the first day of the week as their day of worship to coincide with when Jesus rose from the dead.

I grew up in a family where we took seriously Sunday as a day of rest.  We always went to church, and then after lunch we would have an enforced rest time.  Dad would dose off in the chair – sometimes he did that in the church service as well.  (Session clerk Cherie).  We had to be quiet for what seemed like ages, no running around stay in your rooms do something quiet – we never went shopping – couldn’t the shops were all closed.  How times have changed, now retail therapy is one of our favourite ways to spend a Sunday.
One Saturday in high summer a tornado swept across our farm and destroyed our hay barn leaving a very good crop of hay exposed.  The barn had to be re-built, hay had to be covered, but Sunday was a comin’.  My father deliberated hard on this and in the end he decided the threat of loosing our best hay ever and risking being short of feed for the cows come winter was too great and he worked that Sunday, but it was the only time I remember him missing church or doing anything other than essential duties on the farm.

I want to return to the concept of Sabbath later in the year when I want to look at how we use our resources and Sabbath keeping is relevant to that.  The need for rest and the need to have time to focus in an unhurried way on the spiritual life is very important – Jesus is not saying do away with the concept of the Sabbath, he’s saying don’t let it rule you. 

So that is the Sabbath – 1 day of rest per week.  It’s a good principle but when it gets in the way of meeting peoples basic needs like – eating food, then it has become a nonsense.
The Pharisees spat proverbial tacks because Jesus allowed His disciples to apparently “pick some grain.”   So how do we understand Jesus’ reply?  He calls on a story from Israel’s history when Saul the then King had, had his anointing to be King taken from him and it had been given to David to be his successor.  Saul was still hanging on to power though and was pursuing David to try to kill him.  There David came to the priest to ask for provisions for the men who supported him as he escaped from Saul and the priest gave him bread which was set aside as an offering to God – which was I expect only able to be eaten by the priests once it had sat before the Lord.  So the rightful king broke the law to feed his men.  Now some parallels don’t work here, Jesus disciples are not yet running from an enemy, they are just casually picking some grain.  They are not starving nor are they under major threat.  So what is Jesus saying?  Maybe he is saying that he is the heir to the throne of Israel – a king in waiting just like David?  You can see why the Pharisees got upset.

Lets look back over the last passages.  From the beginning of chapter 2 of Mark we see a growing hostility toward Jesus.  Firstly he claims to be able to forgive sins – something only God could do – and then proves his authority by healing a paralytic, in the next passage he claims to be the great physician who comes for the sick, those who know they are sinners: not those who claim to be well and righteous – which was a real dig at the Pharisees who prided themselves in their righteousness.  Then he claims to be the bridegroom at a wedding feast bringing out the imagery of God as the bridegroom and husband of Israel – another claim to be God, and now he claims equality with David the model king of the nation.  What’s more the expected Messiah - deliverer was to be one in the line of David and would be the King of Kings.  Then he says the Son of Man is Lord of over the Sabbath which means master over the Sabbath, who can be master over a law?  Maybe the one who made that law and understood its intention.  Even though he doesn’t call himself the Son of God it is implicit in what he does and says all the way through this section and even the phrase Son of Man which he prefers is a provocative term which – we will come back to – God willing – in the future.

Remember people marvelled at his teaching because it had such great authority.  He was a teacher who backed words with actions.   This teaching brought out a response in people and we too are called to make a response.  

I am reminded of words from C S Lewis: 

“I am trying to prevent anyone from saying the really foolish thing that people

often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I

don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man

who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great

moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he

is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your

choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or

something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill

Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us

not come with patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He

has not left that open to us. He did not intend to….

We are faced, then, with a frightening alternative. This man we are talking

about either was (and is) just what He said or else a lunatic, or something worse.

Now it seems to me obvious that He was neither a lunatic nor a fiend: and

consequently, however strange or terrifying or unlikely it may seem, I have to

accept the view that He was and is God. God has landed on this enemy-occupied

world in human form.

Later in Mark Jesus asks his disciples – who do you say I am.  This is the same question we are faced with here.  We must resolve in our heads what we do with this Jesus.  Dismiss him as a liar a lunatic or serve him as Lord.

Ok now to the other story and to make some further applications.  Apparently there was a law that if it wasn’t life threatening then you shouldn’t heal on the Sabbath.  That was work for a healer and a no, no.
Jesus makes an example out of a man with a withered hand, to point out how silly legalism is.  “Is it legal to do good deeds on the Sabbath, or is it a day for doing harm? Is this a day to save life or to destroy it?”
But they refused to answer.  Jesus was angry upset by their hard hearts.   
When is the law an ass?  When it gets in the way of helping other people then the law has ceased to fulfil its purpose.  The letter kills but the Spirit gives life (2 Corinthians 3:6).  If you have a law telling you everything you must do then you can switch your heart off and not concern yourself with when the law might be an ass.

Legalism is insidious: because when you become legalistic you focus inevitably on some laws at the expense of others.  When you become legalistic you get tied in knots.  The same Old Testament law which said don’t work on the Sabbath said love your neighbour as yourself.  If you saw a person in need you were obliged to go and help them.  If someone asked you for bread you were obliged to give them some.  The Jewish law was intended for the Jews to be the most generous, helpful, loving people and that they should be known across the Mediterranean as such.

However instead of being known because of what they would do: as people who loved and helped others, they were known for what they did not do, as people who fasted and kept the Sabbath.  Jesus shows them they missed the point of the law.
When should we do good to others?  Whenever we are aware of their needs and have opportunity to respond.  When do we do we do good for others?  We’ve heard about Op shop today – a good example, keep that up and keep the major focus always on the people being helped more than on the money raised or the value of the fellowship with each other. 
Unfortunately the western church has often been known for its legalism, people of law, people who fail to follow through on God’s command to love others as he has loved us.  We are so often known as people who look with frowns wagging our fingers saying oh you can’t do that.  
These were “in-house” laws they weren’t actually forbidden by God in the original understanding of the law.  The effect an in-house law has is that it differentiates who is a part of the group and who is not.  Keeping the law including the Sabbath and fasting, these were things which marked you as a good Jew.  You knew who was one of you.  
What “in-house” laws do we have in our church?  Can we in any way be like Pharisees, have we become pharisaical about lifestyle issues?  Have we made Christianity a set of “laws”? 

Around the law to love others we can put things like: you must dress up when you come to church, you must know when to stand up or sit down, you must know what the offering is for and be prepared for it.  If you don’t know these things or do them, then you are not really one of us.  What other things can you think of?  

I want to close with a suggestion: It might be a bit naughty here suggesting something our elders haven’t discussed, It might be a bit naughty also too as you might think this is a very stretched application of this scripture and that I’ve had to work hard to get it in, but to spiritualise it, it’s been on my mind, I’ve felt a prompting.  Random Acts of Kindness day 1st Sept: over recent years people have promoted RAK day.  It has gained some level of media attention. One church rocked up to a school with a team of people to build a new play area for it with a team of people and only $100 and at the end of the day had built a play area with $30,000 because they stepped out and other’s in the community joined them in the task.  It was a regular mucking in event.

I know its not a Sunday, nor the traditional Sabbath, but maybe around the 1st of September (the 31st of August can be our Sabbath break out) Home groups and families could be challenged to reach out and do something good for someone else.   

For I shall not pass this way again. 
(2nd service) I don’t know whether you know the story of Asterix in Brittain. The brits are being beaten by the Romans because the Romans have caught on to the pattern of the brits to stop fighting at 5pm and for 2 days a week.  So the Romans attacked only at 5pm and on their two days off and they were horribly beaten. This has parallels here having time off to stop for a cuppa tea and to rest is a good thing, but its not good when it becomes so ingrained that it becomes a hindrance to  

Actually what would your home group look like if it were geared towards dong good to others, not just yourselves?  What would devoting 10% of time to outreaching look like?

� C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: MacMillan, 1952, revised ed), 55-56.





