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Reading: Deuteronomy 5.12–15 and Mark 2.23-3.6 
 
Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. For six days you shall labour and do all your 
work. But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God 
 
You might expect that today’s readings might be a God-send for a Northern Irish born priest 
who spent 12 years of his ministry in Scotland. Both cultures are often thought to be the 
preserve of religious conservatism. Admittedly it is difficult, if not impossible, to buy a 
newspaper or a pint in the Western Isles of Scotland on Sunday and you would be sore-
pressed to find a play park in Ballymena in which the swings weren’t chained up. The 
renewed religious zeal of the Victorians and the awakening of Sunday or Sabbath observance 
went hand in hand. The following account will vindicate your view of the Scots: 
 
William Barclay tells the story of when the first train ran on a Sunday from Glasgow to 
Edinburgh, and he mentions the reaction of the leaders of the Glasgow Presbytery of the 
Church of Scotland (Presbyterian you understand!), including the ministers and some of the 
elders. This is how he tells the story: 
 
The first Sunday train from Glasgow to Edinburgh ran on the 13th of March,1842. One 
contemporary journalist wrote that it was filled with peaceful and respectable persons, gliding 
quietly away on its mission. The Presbytery of Glasgow, however, denounced the running of 
Sunday trains as "a flagrant violation of the law of God as expressed in the fourth 
commandment. A grievous outrage on the religious feelings of the people of Scotland. A 
powerful temptation to the careless and indifferent to abandon the public ordinances of grace, 
and most disastrous to the quiet of the rural parishes along the line of the railways by the 
introduction into every Sabbath of many of the profligate and dissipated who inhabit the cities 
of Glasgow and Edinburgh.” In Edinburgh a threatening battery of ministers, (quite an image) 
lined the platforms and informed the detraining passengers that they have just bought tickets 
to hell, a claim which does not seemed to have deterred many of them from making their way 
to Princes Street. 
 
If I may be so bold I would guess that most of us have bought that ticket to hell! On the other 
side of the coin, however, Sunday opening legislation in Scotland is very liberal, in fact there 
are no trading hours restrictions. Scottish shops, regardless of size, can trade for as long as 



they like on a Sunday, while abiding by restrictions around the sale of alcohol. And unless 
they were exempted by their contracts employees have to work on a Sunday. In England and 
Wales however the 1994 Act restricts the trading of shops over 280 square metres to 6 hours. 
What these laws demonstrate is that there is no clear mind on how Sunday is to be marked as 
different from the other 6 days of the week. 
 
At the time there was nothing to rival or compare with the Jewish Sabbath. It was a 
completely original institution and it proclaimed one's belonging to a community. Like many 
things in the religious world it began as a simple observance of the pattern of time we are told 
God followed in the creation of the world. As years and centuries went by a whole spirituality 
developed around the observance of the Sabbath and with it came the inevitable rules and 
restrictions, particularly surrounding what you could not do on the Sabbath. Jesus' reaction to 
this list of rules is what we have come to expect from someone who has constantly clashed 
with the law- obsessed Pharisees and who is more concerned with the spirit of the law than 
the letter of the law. Today's gospel is an account of one such encounter, this time the issue is 
whether or not it is lawful to heal on the Sabbath. 
 
We know well that the Scribes and Pharisees loved their rules. Sabbath prohibitions were 
multiplied & stretched to include anything that remotely resembled work. Eventually 
plucking a few ears of grain was equalled to the work of the harvest. To go down such a road 
leads to petty disputes and to counting the number of steps one takes on the Sabbath. At this 
point the letter not only takes precedence over the law, it actually obscures the law. 
 
The Sabbath is a holy day, a day of rest in honour of God because we celebrate God as our 
creator. By abstaining from work on the seventh day the Jewish people imitate the actions of 
God in the seven-day account of Creation. There is within Sabbath observance a recognition 
that everything we have comes form God and without God human labour would be in vain. 
There is also a setting aside of time to meditate on the Word of God; to reflect upon what God 
has given us through his creation and to praise God for it. A setting aside of time to pray for 
other people and for the coming of the kingdom of God. 
 
There is also a sense of the Sabbath being a celebration of the freedom from Egyptian slavery, 
the freedom of being able to choose not to work. And, of course, along side this there is a 
reminder in Sabbath observance that our lives are not to be dominated by material interests or 
ruled by work. Through our Jewish roots we share the celebration of release from Egyptian 
slavery and we apply the principle of Sabbath observance to our Sunday. While the main 
purpose of our holy day is a celebration of the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead and 
the meaning of that in our lives we also do well to remember God’s pattern of Creation. These 
two aspects of Sabbath observance provide every Christian with some form of challenge 
when faced with the question of how far we go down the line of the increasing secularisation 
of Sunday, our principal holy day. 
 
Most mainstream Christian churches are not “Sabbatarian” in their outlook, but neither are 
they dis-interested or casual in their approach to something like Sunday opening and all that 
goes with it. We all know that life-styles at the beginning of this century are not organised 
around working Monday to Friday, nine to five. Both partners are often working, different 
hours and different days. Sunday may not be the day when a family are together, it could be a 
Saturday, it could be a Wednesday afternoon. As a Church we have to be aware of that. 



However, as a Church we still celebrate the resurrection of our Lord on a Sunday and as 
subjects of a kingdom which has Christianity at its core we must be promoters of the right of 
people to choose freely whether they do or do not on a Sunday. 
 
The Sabbath or Sunday is about time. It’s about making sure that we set aside a day for God 
that is different from every other day. But it’s also about time in any day that we give, that we 
make, that we set aside. Time that we set aside: to remember God our creator, to remember 
others, created by God and redeemed by God just as we ourselves have been, to remember the 
value and the fragility of God’s creation to remember ourselves and our need for restoration 
and refreshment. 
 
Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. For six days you shall labour and do all your 
work. But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God. The LORD blessed the 
sabbath day and consecrated it. 
 
Sermon preached on Sunday 03 June 2018, the First Sunday of Trinity 


