Sermon 25 August 2019: Mrs Linda West LLM

Freedom in Christ

Readings: Hebrews 12.13-end, page 1211 Pew Bible; Luke 13.10-17, page 1046 Pew Bible.
Aim: To show from our readings how the new covenant gives us the freedom to be renewed in Christ
I wonder how much of the laws of our land we are each familiar with?  As drivers and pedestrians, most of us have a working knowledge of the rules of the road but, I have to confess that, having passed my driving test over 50 years ago, it would be a challenge to recite the entire Highway Code.
During my civil service career, I had detailed knowledge of the prices and incomes legislation of the 1960s and 1970s, the Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974, the Explosives Act 1875 and various regulations on explosives, ionising radiation and genetically modified organisms.  But now I have been retired 14 years and they are no longer my tools of trade, most of that knowledge has retreated to the darker recesses of my brain.
But what’s all this talk of legislation got to do with what God wants to teach us on this Bank Holiday Sunday morning?  
Well, if we look at our gospel, the whole story turns on the intention and interpretation of legislation.  
In the part of the old testament we called the Pentateuch – the books of the law – we find not just the ten commandments but a whole host of other rules and regulations relating to family relationships, food hygiene, the keeping of the Sabbath, property ownership, money, treatment of slaves and a whole host more.  
Our gospel reading this morning turns on the intention and interpretation of the commandment to remember the Sabbath and keep it holy, and a whole mass of laws which had been made not just in the time of Moses and the Pentateuch but over the hundreds of years between Moses’ and Jesus’ time.  
By Jesus’ time, it was just as difficult for the everyday Jew to know the detail of the law as it is for us to know the full details of the laws of our own land – and they didn’t have the internet to look things up easily!
Jesus had been invited to teach in the synagogue so the rabbi in charge there must have respected him and wanted his congregation to hear what Jesus had to say.  
What the Jewish leader there is criticising is not Jesus’ teaching but the people who used the opportunity to bring a crippled woman to be healed on the Sabbath.  Healing was regarded as work and could not therefore be done on the Sabbath.  Jesus is not slow to point out how ridiculous this is – no one would object to someone giving their animal a drink on the Sabbath, so why should it be wrong to give someone their health back on the Sabbath?
What had happened over the years was that the intention of the Sabbath had got lost in a plethora of petty rules and regulations which made the day a duty and a burden, rather than the day of spiritual renewal and refreshment that God had intended it to be.  
And this sort of attitude has re-occurred at times during the 2000 years since Jesus walked the earth.  We see it in some of the Victorian strictures on the use of Sunday and in the rules of some Christian sects.  
But before we dismiss them as being over-fussy and too like the scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ time, it might well be good for us to dwell on our use of the Sabbath.
God spent six days working to create the world and on the 7th day he rested from his labours.  This is the first interpretation we see of Sabbath rest and he gave it formally to us in the commandment to remember the Sabbath and keep it holy.  The intention of Sabbath is for us to relax with God and for us to find mental and physical rest from our labours of the week.  Do we actually do this?  
Of course, we are demonstrating right now that we are observing part of God’s intention for this day as we are here in church enjoying the uplift that worship can bring.
But what will we do with the rest of the day?  Will we spend it in a way that actually renews us spiritually, physically and mentally?  Or will we spend it rushing round catching up on chores and wearing ourselves out?  I don’t think we should lay down rules but it is worth pondering and praying on whether we are actually spending our Sundays in the way God wants us to find refreshment, and whether in doing so we are actually denying others their chance of Sabbath.  
Of course, for some of us Sunday is a working day but, if it is, we need to be sure that we put in a substitute Sabbath each week so that we get the rest and renewal that God intended.  
One of the reasons that Jesus came was to bring back the freedom and enjoyment of Sabbath living that God intended. 
Our reading from Hebrews brings out other aspects of the freedom that Christ’s coming brought.  
In former times, God was regarded as such a distant and awe-inspiring figure that no one could come close to him or touch the mountain which was believed to be his.  Even Moses was terrified of this mountain which is painted in Hebrews as a ‘terrifying sight, burning like a volcano, dark with clouds, roaring with strong winds.’  (Wright, p 161).  Even if an animal dared to touch the mountain it had to be stoned to death.  This was believed to be Mount Sinai and may have been where Moses received the ten commandments.
By contrast, Hebrews draws our attention to the new holy mountain on which is the holy city, the new Jerusalem described so beautifully in Revelation 21.  This is based on Mount Sion, the mount in Jerusalem on which David built the city and on which stood the temple.  This is a city to which we can come with confidence and joy because we know Jesus.  We are welcome and don’t have to stand at arm’s length, terrified to go near.  God wants us to be close to him and to share our lives with him, guided by him through his spirit.  This new city will not be shaken, it is there for eternity.  

But it does not mean we can treat it casually.  We are still to worship God with reverence and awe.  And we are to be thankful to him, not just for what we have on this earth but for what we will have in the world to come, in that new city.

om Wright (p 163) sums up this passage about Sion – the new Jerusalem of Revelation 21 - beautifully and with a great challenge:
But the most striking thing about it is that, according to verse 22, those who now live by faith and hope have already, in a sense, arrived at this heavenly city.  They already belong there; in prayer and worship they are already welcome before God’s throne.  This leads to the obvious question: does your life of prayer and worship, whether alone or with your fellow believers, carry the sense of joy and excitement that comes bubbling out of these verses?  If not, why not?
Let’s bring that joy and excitement with us as we meet around the Lord’s table this morning, and let’s take away the peace of Sabbath rest as we go out this Bank Holiday weekend to relax and renew our strength for the tasks God has for us in the coming days.
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