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“Sacred Rest for a Weary World” 

Matthew 11:28-30 

Deuteronomy 5:1-5, 12-15 

 

First Scripture Reading 

5:1 Moses convened all Israel, and said to them: 

Hear, O Israel, the statutes and ordinances that I am addressing to you today; you shall learn 

them and observe them diligently. 2 The Lord our God made a covenant with us at Horeb. 3 Not 

with our ancestors did the Lord make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive 

today. 4 The Lord spoke with you face to face at the mountain, out of the fire. 5 … And he said: 

12 Observe the Sabbath day and keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. 13 Six days 

you shall labor and do all your work. 14 But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; 

you shall not do any work—you, or your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, 

or your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns, so that 

your male and female slave may rest as well as you. 15 Remember that you were a slave in the 

land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an 

outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day. 

 

Gospel Reading 

28 “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you 

rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and 

you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” (NRSV) 
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Have you ever noticed that rhythm is a sign of life?  

You know, there’s an old, old poem – a song really – that tells of this ancient rhythm.  

It goes like this… 

:: The Song of Creation ::  

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.   

And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. And there was evening, and 

there was morning – the first day. 

 And God said, “Let there be a dome separating the waters above from the waters 

below.” God called the dome “sky.” And there was evening, and there was morning – the 

second day. 

 And God said, “Let the waters be gathered to one place and let the dry ground 

appear.” And the ground sprang forth with plants and vegetation. And there was evening, 

and there was morning – the third day. 

 And God said, “Let there be lights in the sky that separate the day from the night.” 

And God made the sun, the moon, and the stars. And there was evening, and there was 

morning – the fourth day. 

 And God said, “Let the waters and the sky be filled with all kinds of animals.” And 

fish filled the waters and birds filled the sky. And there was evening, and there was 

morning – the fifth day. 

 And God said, “Let the land produce living creatures.” And all kinds of creatures and 

wild animals lived upon the land. And then God said, “Let us make humanity in our image.” 

So God created human beings in his own image; male and female he created them. And 

there was evening, and there was morning – the sixth day.  

God looked upon all he had made and saw that it was good. So God finished his 

creation on the seventh day, because on the seventh day, God created “Rest.”  

___________________________________________________________________Drum Stops on “Rest.” 

 And this “rest” echoes throughout the entirety of creation. And just like a measure of 

rest in music, this pause in the rhythm of creation does not mean that the song of life has 

ended. No, indeed this time of rest creates a rhythm to our existence. We work and we rest, 
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we work and we rest. Our lungs breath in and out, in and out. Our hearts beat and our 

neurons fire. We sleep and wake. This rhythm is a sign of life. I mean, if you think about it, 

we are quite literally kept alive by rhythm, so much so that they are even called biorhythms 

or quite literally life rhythms. These biorhythms are such an indicator of life that  when our 

rhythms stop, we call that death.  

 But our biorhythms don’t have to stop completely for us to show signs of illness. No, 

you can have things known as arrhythmias, when our bodies exist out of rhythm. Now I 

don’t know how many of you have every had an actual arrhythmia before, but it’s quite 

unpleasant, and frankly a bit terrifying. Some of you know what I’m talking about. But I bet 

even more of you have suffered from what we might call a spiritual arrhythmia. You see, we 

devote too much of our time and energy to producing, working, and doing and too little of 

ourselves to peace, rest, and the enjoyment of God’s creation. I mean, there have been times 

in my life when I’ve worked so hard and for so long that I was actually thanking God when I 

would get sick just so I could have a couple of days off. What a crazy thought! That we 

would be so consumed with work that we would confuse sickness with actual rest.  You see, 

what we don’t realize is that our obsession with work and our inability to rest does not 

make us some sort of superhuman; it actually in some ways makes us less than human. Rest 

is a part of who we are as human creatures, so when we neglect that rest, we are neglecting 

a central part of what it means to be fully human.  

:: Deuteronomy 5 :: 

 This rhythm of work and rest is closely tied to our identity as human beings but the 

scriptures tell us that this rest is also a sign of God’s deliverance in our lives. We heard in 

our first scripture reading this morning that Moses tells the Israelites that they are to abide 

in this divine rhythm of rest because they are God’s freed people.  

 You see, the Hebrews had spent hundreds of years under the oppressive yoke of 

Pharaoh’s rule. The yoke of slavery was unbearable at times. All Hebrews – men, women, 

young and old – lived under the burdensome phrase, “Work or you will die.”  

 Some of you here know what that’s like. Sure, maybe you don’t live under the 

oppressive rule of an ancient pharaoh, but some of you still live as if you are made solely 
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for the purpose of work. Many of you too live under the burden of the phrase, “Work or you 

will die.” The writer and preacher, Tony Campolo, speaks about our obsession with our 

work in this way: “Too many of us work at a job we don’t enjoy, for a boss we can’t stand, to 

buy stuff we can’t afford, to impress people we don’t even like.” How true it is, church! 

What a sad description of us - God’s holy church - that too many of us are far more 

concerned about making a living than we are about ever truly being alive. 

 One of the last things that Emily and I were able to do before we moved back to 

Arkansas was to make the quick 3-hour trip from Durham to Washington D.C. While we 

were there, we toured a number of the national landmarks and museums. One of the most 

memorable things we did there was tour the National Holocaust Museum. Now I thought I 

knew a lot about World War II and the Holocaust but I was blown away by the magnitude 

of the atrocities committed against the Jewish people and all those who saw their last days 

in the Nazi concentration camps. Of all the things that I saw in the Holocaust museum, the 

most striking was a crumpled cast of a rod iron gate. At the top of the gate, there was a 

German phrase, “Arbeit Macht Frei,” which translates roughly to “work makes you free.” As 

I moved forward and read the description on the wall, I realized that this gate was a cast of 

the main gate of Auschwitz, one of the major Nazi concentration camps. Can you imagine 

the deep insult and cruel irony of this phrase for the millions who would enter under it. The 

only freedom from the work of these camps was the freedom afforded by death. And yet, I 

wonder how many people arrived at those camps and truly believed that if they only 

worked hard enough, they would purchase their freedom. We would do well to learn from 

their stories. Their work did not earn them their freedom; in the end, there was only death.  

 We as human creatures are not created for spend every waking moment working. 

And I understand how that can be confusing. I mean, we read the song of creation in 

Genesis one and we are made in the image and likeness of God. Well surely that means that 

we are created to be creative and productive creatures. I mean, after all, God spends all of 

Genesis 1 creating and working. If we, then, are truly created in God’s image then surely we 

too must be known by our work.  Ahh, but you see the ancient Jewish rabbis had another 

way of reading the text. The ancient Jewish teachers believed that the purpose of each 
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creature of creation was revealed by what they did first. Fish for the waters, Birds for the 

sky, and beasts for the land. But what do human creatures do first? Well, humans were 

created at the end of sixth day, so one could presume, the rabbis taught, that the first thing 

human creatures did was sleep through the night and then wake up to enjoy a day of rest in 

the full presence of God their Creator.  

 We were created for rest. Sure there is virtue in our work. But the fullness of our 

humanity, the purpose of our existence is found in our rest from that work. That is why 

God’s law was so strict about the Israelites’ attention to their practice of Sabbath rest. Keep 

the Sabbath day holy, God says. “Do no work – not you, or your children, or your servants, 

or your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the workers in your towns.  

Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you 

out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God 

commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.” We go on to read that the penalty for doing 

work on the Sabbath is quite severe. In fact, if anyone is caught doing work on the Sabbath, 

they are to be put to death. And we read that, and we are deeply troubled by it. Killing 

someone for working? Really, God?  

 But then we remember Pharaoh’s song, the song the Israelites had lived under for 

hundreds of years. When we compare Pharaoh’s song of death with God’s song of life, we 

begin to see the grace, the deliverance, the salvation that God grants to the Israelites. 

Whereas Pharaoh’s song was “Work or you will die,” God’s song is “Rest or you will die.” 

This is not oppressive, this is not tyrannical; It is beautifully poetic irony! This is God’s 

Good News for his people! This is God restoring the rhythm of rest in his good creation. And 

this rest is not only offered to human creatures, no this rest is offered to all of creation – 

even your ox, donkey, and livestock are commanded to rest. This is a rest that is all 

encompassing. This is a deliverance that echoes throughout all of creation. This is the gift of 

God’s salvation!  

 In our Gospel reading this morning, we hear the words of Jesus: “Come to me all you 

who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” Jesus Christ has come 

to offer us rest and he is able to us rest because rest was his idea in the beginning. You see, 
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Jesus was with the Father and the Spirit in Genesis, creating, speaking, and resting. And 

now this rest has come to us, not in a day, but in a person. Jesus Christ invites us to come to 

him not simply because he wants to give us rest, but because he is our rest. Christ calls us to 

throw off the yoke of slavery, the yoke of Pharaoh, and put on his yoke, for his yoke is easy 

and his burden is light. Paul tells us in Galatians chapter five that “it is for freedom that 

Christ has set you free, so do not be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” Stop seeking to 

find your identity in your work. Stop trying to find your life in how you make a living. 

Understand that our identity as human creatures is not in our work, but in our rest; and our 

rest is not in a day, but in a person. The person is Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace, the Lord 

of the Sabbath  

 So let us now we return to right where we began – to the rhythm of “Life.” 

___________________________________________________________________Drums Start Again on “Life” 

Let us be attentive this week to the steady rhythm of work and rest in our own lives. Let us 

be attentive to our own breath and the beating of our hearts. Let them be a reminder to you 

of who you were created to be. Give yourself permission to take a break. Give yourself 

permission sit in silence and let your mind wander. Give yourself permission to go on that 

date with your spouse or your significant other. Give yourself permission to play with your 

kids. Give yourself permission to enjoy God’s good creation and rest in the freedom that 

Christ gives you. It is then…and only then that we can truly know what it means to live as 

God’s people.  

 


