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Pentecost 2, 2009
Preached:  June 14, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Mark 2:23-28
The Christian Faith—not a set of laws, but rest for the soul
Have you ever had a conversation with someone, and you didn’t know what they believed, but you wanted to start to bring the subject around to religion, and as soon as you began to speak about spiritual things, you could see them tense up? You started to get nervous yourself, and the words stopped flowing freely. They didn’t chime in in agreement with what you were saying, and eventually you gave up. 
You know why that happens? Sometimes it’s purely because the other person doesn’t have the Spirit yet. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians, “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them because they are spiritually discerned.” But sometimes part of the “log jam” that builds up between the two of you is because of a basic misunderstanding of what the Christian faith is all about. Sometimes people think that the Christian faith, like virtually every other faith in the world, is basically a set of rules. They get nervous because they think your main purpose in talking to them about this subject is so that you can strap them with your faith’s set of rules. The conversation may have ground to a halt because you didn’t realize that the other person had a huge misconception of what the Christian faith is all about. They had a preconceived notion that God is simply a cosmic kill-joy—He wants to stop all fun from happening. But maybe, if you’re anything like me, another thing may have contributed to the failed witnessing opportunity. Perhaps you, like me, didn’t have a clear understanding, or at least weren’t able to express clearly, what the whole essence of the Christian faith is.
Jesus, in today’s Gospel, masterfully disarms one of the biggest misconceptions about what His teaching is all about and shows us that the Christian faith is not a set of laws, but rest for the soul.
Jesus’ disciples were walking through the grain fields on the Sabbath. You know what the Sabbath was back in Bible times, right? On the seventh day of the week—on Saturday—the Jews did absolutely no work. It was a law for them—one of the laws that God gave Moses on Mt. Sinai: “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work” (Ex. 20:8-10). The Jews were so zealous in keeping such a command that their learned men had come up with all kinds of “guidelines” for how to keep it. As a matter of fact, they had come up with a distance limit of how far you could walk on the Sabbath day. This does not seem to have come up as an issue in this incident, but the Jewish leaders, the Pharisees, were probably skeptical of Jesus and His disciples walking on the Sabbath, because the Jewish distance limit for walking on the Sabbath was just a little over half a mile. (You know how quick a half mile goes.)
It does not seem to be this that troubled the Pharisees on that day however. What apparently bothered them was that the disciples were sticking out their hands as they traveled through the fields and pulled off the heads of grain that their hands touched. Now in the law of Moses there was actually a passage that said that travelers were entitled to pick heads of grain in someone else’s field as long as they only took as much as they could eat. But what seems to have concerned the Pharisees is that they were doing this on the Sabbath day. They had such a tight interpretation of the Sabbath day that they said even the act of pulling heads of grain off the stalk as they walked along was work, and so these men were desecrating the Sabbath day. 
Jesus responds in a curious way. He cites a precedent. “Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need? In the days of Abiathar the high priest, he entered the house of God and ate the consecrated bread, which is lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some to his companions.” A thousand years before this when David was chosen to be king of Israel this incident had happened. Saul the previous king had abandoned God. God told the prophet Samuel to anoint a new king—a shepherd boy by the name of David. When King Saul heard about it, he was furious. He pursued David with his army. As David fled with his men, they came upon the tabernacle, the tent church where God was worship in those days. Now, in the tabernacle there were always placed on a golden table twelve loaves of bread that were visual reminders of how God always graciously provided bread for the twelve tribes of Israel. New loaves would be placed there every week. And the old loaves, the law of Moses said, were to be food for the priest who served at the tabernacle. No one else was to eat them. 
But, Jesus said, David, the famous ancestor of Jesus Himself, in his hunger stopped and asked the priest if he and his hungry men could eat the bread of the presence. And the priest allowed them to. Jesus uses this previous example to show how there was a larger purpose behind God’s laws than just to regulate people’s behavior. Though these laws were given to reveal what God’s will was for what His people were to do or not do, there was a higher, nobler purpose behind them. They were all intended to point ahead to Jesus and give the people who lived before Him an idea of what He was coming to accomplish.
The Second Lesson for today was specially chosen to go with our Gospel. There the Apostle Paul says, “Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.” So many of the details of the Mosaic law were given not to regulate human behavior, but to point to Christ. All of these laws about what you could eat or could not eat, all of these laws about which days you could work on and which days you were not to work on—they were all intended to get the people to think about the Savior that God was sending into the world.
The word Sabbath means “rest.” The people were to rest physically so that they would have a whole day to just sit and think about the Word of God, so that they would think through the promises of God and come to realize that God was sending His Son into the world to give them a pure form of rest, a spiritual rest. The Colossians passage again speaks of the restless nature of man’s heart and mind because he is a sinner. Man is not able to rest because his conscience is always bothering him about not being able to do those pure and good things that he knows he should do. Rather than coming into the world to give us the perfect list of rules that we should follow, Jesus came for another purpose. He came to bring a different kind of rest. (The word “Sabbath” means “rest” in Hebrew.) Here’s how Paul in Colossians describes it:  “He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us.” Jesus canceled the written code. That doesn’t mean He got rid of the law. It means He got rid of all the accusations, of all the feelings of guilt that come from it because we have not kept God’s will so spotlessly as He expects us to. Jesus fulfilled the law in our place. He fulfilled it in our place so that no one now—God included—can say that we have failed. We can start now with a clean slate. There’s nothing left hanging over our head, no debt that we must first pay before we can start being right with God. “He took it away, nailing it to the cross.” 
That’s why the Christian faith is not a set of laws. It’s a faith, a reassurance, a peace for the soul. That’s what the Sabbath day truly is. That’s what Jesus revealed is the true, deep meaning of Sabbath. It is a rest for the soul. I pray that when you come to worship here in God’s house that you experience what the Christian faith is all about. I pray that you experience the true rest for the soul. I heard one of you parents expressing this so well to your children. You said to them when they asked, “Do we have to go to church?”—you said, “We don’t have to go to church; we get to go to church.”
This is the beauty of the Christian faith. The New Testament is like no other religion’s “bible.” It is not a book of laws and commands and rules. Oh, all of the same principles as are found in the Old Testament are reinforced in the New. God’s will is unchanged for all generations. But the main thrust of the New Testament is that it simply tells us how Jesus has fulfilled every command of God as our substitute. It puts our troubled consciences to rest because it assures us that our salvation does not rest on our feeble attempts to “get it right.” It rests on what Jesus has already done for us.
I once met a man who lived several years in Israel. He described how the ultra-religious Jews attempt to keep not only God’s law perfectly but also every one of their human interpretations of God’s law. He pointed out how ultra-religious Jewish men will sit on the roadside on the Sabbath day throwing rocks at cars. You can imagine that with a car, it’s very difficult to keep that tradition of the elders that on the Sabbath you should not travel more than a half mile or so. So these religious men will sit on the side of the road and throw stones at cars in a futile attempt to stop them from driving on the Sabbath. The man who told me this was a Japanese man, neither Jewish nor Christian, and when he got done telling me about it, he looked at me and said, “But who is to say that throwing rocks on the Sabbath isn’t work?” 
Do you see the conundrum of this idea that religion is just a list of rules for proper behavior? Finding the perfect list of rules and keeping all those rules will always lead to foolish ideas. How sad it is that such thinking is the thinking of most people on earth. They think that the essence of religion is about being good, about appeasing the gods. The true faith is not a set of laws. It is a rest—a Sabbath—for the soul. May you experience that rest. And may you express it in all its beauty so that your hearers may long for it. “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”  Amen.
