
The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 4, Year B  
The Text: Mark 2:23 – 3:6
Honouring the Lord’s Day every day
Many years ago a man was kicked by his horse and received a broken leg. With no doctor handy, his wife set his leg as best she could at home. The members of their congregation heard about this accident and imagined that it would be some time before they would see the husband in church again. They were in for a surprise. The wife arrived the next Sunday pushing her husband in a wheelbarrow. What’s more, they lived 6kms from their church! 

In years gone by, Sunday was very much the high-point of every week. Its coming was anticipated by quite a bit of preparation. On Saturday, homes were thoroughly cleaned, shoes polished and Sunday clothes were made ready. For many families, there was a very real sense that the Lord’s Day was indeed “Day of all the week the best / emblem of eternal rest”. 
A day of rest was God’s good gift to the Jews at Mt. Sinai. It reminded them that there was more to life than work. Human beings were to be worshippers before they were to be workers. God gave a day of rest to limit work. He didn’t want us working all the time. Rather, He wants us to offer up our time of rest as an act of worship to Him. In this way, our rest becomes a blessing to us. For many centuries, observing the Sabbath was a joy and sheer delight. It was a day looked forward to with glad anticipation. It was the crowning-glory of each week. Many believers felt it was a foretaste of eternity. 

However, by the time Jesus came, the Sabbath was strictly regulated and was in danger of becoming as much a burden as a blessing. Jesus transformed its observance. On the one hand, He continued to worship every Sabbath. On the other hand, He renewed its true intention by saving, helping and healing the needy on that day. He sanctified it as a day to show mercy and kindness to others. Our use of the Sabbath is under His sovereign control. The Sabbath was a day God created for us, for our benefit, to bring us blessing. Christ’s words cannot be interpreted to mean that people can now do whatever they like on the day of rest. It certainly is not a day for hurting others or bringing the Gospel of Jesus into disrepute. 

Jesus surpasses the buildings in which worship occurred. “I tell you, something greater than the temple is here … for the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath (Matthew 12:6-8).” By His victory over sin, death and the devil, Jesus gave us rest from these our enemies. By resting on the Sabbath, Jesus made it holier than any regulations ever could.

In New Testament times the Roman week ran from Saturday to Friday. Sunday didn’t stand out in any special way. It held no special significance for the Jews. Christ’s resurrection on Easter Sunday gave the first day of the week brand new significance and meaning.

Jesus’ resurrection was seen as significant as the start of God’s re-creation of the universe. Easter meant the beginning of a new creation. As the first day of the week, Christians saw Sunday as signifying a new beginning that pointed to the future. Sunday now became as much a new way of living as a new day on which to worship. It was called the Lord’s Day, the day belonging to the Lord’s House. Christians began to be called those living according to the Lord’s Day. On that day, Christians expressed their loyalty to their Lord in anticipation of the Last Day when “every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord (Philippians 2:11).”

Sunday became more than a day of worship. It became a symbol and expression of Christian priorities and convictions, as it offered to the world an alternate vision of life. Other days of the week began to receive their significance from this day. The Lord’s Supper quickly became the focal point of Christian worship on the Lord’s Day. In the Lord’s Supper we experience the presence of our risen Redeemer. On the Lord’s Day the reality of the third Easter day and of the Last Day is made present to bless us forever.

Our Lord’s resurrection is celebrated every Sunday to keep alive in us our own hope for resurrection from the dead. No wonder the Russian word for “Sunday” is “resurrection”. Jesus is our true Sunday celebration. Every Sunday we affirm that He is Lord of all. It is an occasion to renounce trust and confidence in our own achievements and let Jesus work in us. On that day we consecrate time by refraining from our regular work. There has always been a close relationship between rest and worship. To separate the two would never have occurred to anyone in biblical times because Sabbath rest was worship for God’s people. Luther says, “We worship God also when we rest; indeed, there is no greater worship of God than this.” Rest offered to God is worship because it is when we really relax our body and soul that we cast our care on God.   

Sunday is a day for leaving the burdens of the past week behind and making a fresh start in our life with God. Brita Stendall writes: “…the day I spent in church could not be replaced at any other time. An hour of leisure to listen to music, read a book, dance with abandon, indulge in the bathtub, dream in bed, walk in the woods, could take place at other times – especially on that blessed Saturday. But the hour spent in church is irreplaceable. When I now leave for church on Sunday morning and return an hour and a half later, I can hardly believe that such a short time has elapsed. What could I have done in that length of time? Read a little, think somewhat, listen to music, finish a review, prepare a meal, yes. But compared to the cosmic importance and personal engagement that have taken place in church - no, it cannot be compared. Church time is eternal.  

A world without Sunday would be like a person without a smile, a spring without flowers, a home without a garden. During the French revolution Sunday was abolished in France. Voltaire, an atheist, said “If you want to kill Christianity, you must abolish Sunday.” Humanly speaking, the keeping of Sunday as the Lord’s Day has sustained Christianity over 20 centuries. 

Of course, it isn’t always easy to conscientiously observe every Sunday in honour of Jesus. Jesus doesn’t pretend that being faithful to Him will be easy. He makes us aware of the cost of following Him. Unbelievers focus on the big demands Jesus places on us and the great challenges He puts before us. They’re right. It’s no easy option. We must outdo them in agreeing about this. Do you find Christian commitment awkward? So do I. Do you find its requirements to be inconvenient? That’s what many Christians feel at 8.00am on a wintery Sunday morning. And yet, hundreds of millions of Christians overcome these feelings again and again because they’ve found the joy in foregoing their comfort as an act of love to their Lord. Nothing can replace the blessings of coming together to worship God every week. They agree with Brita Stendall that nothing can replace that sacred hour spent in the Lord’s House on the Lord’s Day. They return home blessed in ways they find difficult to put into words. Those faithful to the Friend of Sinners have discovered that whatever time they give to Him, He multiplies with incalculable blessings, temporal and eternal. 

In the film “Chariots of Fire”, Eric Liddell trained for months so he could win the 100 metre race at the Olympic Games. Sportswriters predicted he would win. Then Eric heard that the race was scheduled for a Sunday. This posed a problem. He believed he couldn’t honour God by running on the Lord’s Day. His refusal stunned his fans. Some called Eric a fool, but he stood firm. But then a runner dropped out of the 400-metre race, scheduled on a weekday. Eric offered to fill the slot, even though this was four times as long as the race for which he had trained. When the 400 metres was run, Eric won, setting a record of 47.6 seconds, and could live with his conscience again.

Maybe in the end, it’s less a matter of how we keep Sunday and more a matter of how we let Sunday keep us in the one true Faith. Thank God for all the countless blessings we’ve received from every Sunday begun in His House. Amen.

And may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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