
 

 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 

There are two versions of the Ten Commandments—the first is in Exodus 20, the second in 

Deuteronomy 5.  If you were to take each version and look at it with squinted eyes, you’d notice 

each one had a particularly long commandment in the middle, one that dwarfs the others.  About 

half of the Ten Commandments are easy to remember because they’re brief:  You shall not 

murder.  You shall not commit adultery.  You shall not steal.  But the commandment about the 

Sabbath goes on: 

 

Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy.  Six days you shall labor and do all your work.  But 

the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or 

your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns.  

For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the 

seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it. (Ex. 20:8-11) 

 

Couldn’t it have said, simply, Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy?  It seems to me, it 

would’ve made more sense to elaborate on the murder commandment.  But, no, the Ten 

Commandments word-count attributes about 1/3 of its text to this one Sabbath commandment.  

Isn’t this a bit of an exaggeration on God’s part?  

 

Since the Law was carved in stone on Mt. Sinai, generations of the faithful have tried to qualify 

what the Sabbath is and what it requires.  These same generations have agreed that there are 39 

categories of work forbidden on the Sabbath.  Some examples of forbidden activities include 

sewing, baking, plowing, writing, and…erasing.  So, that means no texting on the Sabbath.  And 

no deleting that Facebook post you regret.  At least, not until sundown.  You also can’t tie or 

untie anything, though you are allowed to lock and unlock doors.  These are not exaggerations. 

 

You’re also forbidden to build or destroy things, which is what the disciples are being accused of 

today by the Pharisees.  The text says, “They were making their way,” which means they were 

trampling down a path, making a road.  In addition to that, they were plucking heads of grain, 

also a no-no, since reaping on the Sabbath is forbidden.  Thus, the question from the Pharisees to 

Jesus, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” 

 

Now, I should warn us about assuming things about the Pharisees.  They were the good guys of 

their time.  We would have liked most of them.  If we were sitting in traffic, and someone used 

the shoulder to sneak by everyone to get ahead, we might be glad to see them get pulled seconds 

later by the highway patrol.  Unless, the person was using the shoulder as an emergency lane.  

Then we would be rightly upset if the police didn’t see their need and escort them in safety to the 

hospital. 

 



In the same way, the Pharisees were dedicated to helping Israel understand God’s instruction, 

and when they saw people flouting the law, they called them out.  Some Pharisees were stricter 

than others.  The ones we get today are of the stricter variety.  Exaggeratingly strict. 

 

Jesus knew their type, what they were really after.  They’d already been complaining about him.  

Now they were looking for a way to get rid of him.  In true rabbinical style, Jesus offers a 

counter-exaggeration.  “Haven’t you ever read what David did when he and his companions 

were hungry?”  Only, Jesus embellishes the story a bit.  If you go back to 2 Samuel, it’s not clear 

David was really trying to satisfy anyone’s hunger.  If anything, David appears to trick the high 

priest into giving him more bread than he needs.  But the effect of Jesus’ exaggeration is that he 

has put himself in David’s place, and even performed the act of improving on King David.  Just 

when the Pharisees would be thinking, “Oh, so you think you can do better than King David?”  

Jesus goes all in, “In fact, the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.”  And he’s not 

exaggerating. 

 

If I’m one of the disciples at this point, I’m thinking, “Jesus, you’re overplaying your hand.  

You’re going to get us all killed!”   

 

And yet, full of zeal, Jesus enters the synagogue under the calculating gaze of the religious 

authorities, and he doubles down on his claim of being Lord of the Sabbath.  There just happens 

to be in the synagogue, today, a man with a withered hand.  Jesus calls to the man, “Come stand 

in the midst of everyone.”  Then he ramps up the suspense, “Is it lawful to do good or to do harm 

on the Sabbath, to save life or to kill?”  You could hear a pin drop on a rug.   

 

But even here Jesus is exaggerating, is he not?  The man doesn’t have a terminal disease.  He has 

a withered hand.  And though it is not lawful to heal on the Sabbath if it can wait, it is lawful to 

heal on the Sabbath regarding urgent matters.  But this wasn’t urgent.  Jesus could have waited a 

few hours to heal the man and everything would have been fine.  But, no, Jesus will heal the man 

now.  When you are the author of life, and you see life diminished in any way, you get out your 

eraser and you rewrite your creation with a redemptive, cursive flourish.  Here, at center stage, 

with the suspenseful violin playing in the background, volume increasing ever so slightly…Jesus 

exaggerates the Sabbath. 

 

There’s a great blooper reel from the movie Liar Liar, starring Jim Carrey.  They’re in a 

courtroom, and he is arguing with a witness, when his co-star, Swoosie Kurtz, jumps up to say, 

“I object!”  And Carrey says, “You would!”  But she pranks him by responding, off-script, 

“Over-actor!”, surprising Carrey so that he loses his bearings and can only laugh. 

 

If there weren’t so much at stake, this synagogue scene would be funny, too.  Jesus doesn’t even 

touch the man.  The man’s hand is restored simply in the act of stretching it out, as though Jesus 

were taunting the authorities.  Over-actor! 

 

We must be careful, though, to recognize that Jesus is not cancelling the Sabbath.  He over-acts 

it.  So, let’s not assent to the idea that the Sabbath is only essential for Jews, while Christians 

have been freed from it.  On the contrary, by overdoing the Sabbath on the Sabbath, Jesus 

overfills it, so that it floods the rest of the week.  In Jesus Christ, the Sabbath’s cup runneth over.  



So, the Sabbath remains essential as the cup, and Jesus’s life-blood the contents, pouring over the 

lip, and saturating every day.  So, then the Sabbath day determines the week.  Without the day, 

we don’t get the week.  We need the day, so that the rest of the week doesn’t fall apart.  But the 

week is not limited to the day.  The day serves the week.  And it is all given not for the Sabbath’s 

sake, but for human flourishing. 

 

What is the Sabbath?  It is the day of rest.  Of restoration.  Of letting people and animals and 

land rest.  In Jesus, it becomes the day of resurrection, the day Jesus overdoes life so that it 

overwhelms and finally conquers death.  New life pours out on all of us, and there’s no stopping 

it.  In Jesus, the Sabbath is fulfilled, and given back to us clarified, with an invitation for each 

one of us to participate along with him in overdoing it.  Dramatizing it.  Exaggerating it.   

 

Journalist Chris Hedges speaks of a Jewish family, the Marxes, struggling in this busy age to 

keep honoring it.  They actually begin the Sabbath by breaking it.  Steve, the husband, and Terry, 

his wife, mix a couple of gimlets.  Then they turn on what they call “Shabbat TV” so their young 

children can watch a video, which is prohibited of course, but it’s a doorway into calming down, 

coming back to their senses, being together.  Technically, they’re doing it wrong.  But, where 

they come from, they’re overdoing it.1 

 

Shane Claiborne overdoes it.  The popular Christian activist was brokenhearted after seeing a 

little girl from a sweatshop explain in a speech that she’d gotten the deep scar on her face from 

an overseer, who punished her for not sewing fast enough.  When you see Shane now, he is 

wearing clothes he made himself, to give the little girl, and others like her, some rest.  Just a few 

years ago, he even got married in a homemade suit.  Over-actor. 

 

But the one who overdoes it the most might be Barbara Brown Taylor, who has been practicing 

the Sabbath every week for over 20 years.  For 25 hours a week, this very busy woman does no 

work.  After practicing for seven years, she said, “Sabbath is no longer a good idea or even a 

spiritual discipline for me.  It is an experience of divine love that swamps both body and soul.  It 

is the weekly practice of eternal life, marred only by the fact that I do it alone.”2 

 

It’s like she’s whispering Jesus to us.  “I stretched out my withered hand and, see, it’s healed.  I 

see your hand is still withered.”   

 

Well, that does it.  I know a taunt when I hear one. 
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