
Sermon 20th June 2021 
 
“Keep it Holy”  
Passage: Genesis 1:31 – 2:3 
 
Today we are looking at the Sabbath. I think a lot of teaching about the Sabbath in the Church 
today is feeble. Small wonder, then, that we do not Sabbath well here in the UK.  When I 
mention “Sabbath” to people, typically, the first reaction is to go one of three ways.  
 

1. First, I might get a comment about Sunday trading, and how the shops being allowed 
to open (first partially and then for a full day’s trade on Sunday) killed the Sabbath. 
No, that didn’t kill the Sabbath.  

 
2. The second reaction I have encountered, is the feeling that the Sabbath has been 

replaced wholesale in the West by the two-day weekend. No, the weekend hasn’t 
replaced the Sabbath.  

 
3. Third, and my favourite reaction (which most often comes from children), is the 

question, “why did God need to rest anyway?” Isn’t that great? The short answer is 
“He didn’t.” 

 
Last week Simon D helpfully guided us through day 6 of the creation account – the formation 
of animal and human life.  
 
Then God said “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion 
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all 
the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth. (Genesis 1:26-27) 
 
Now Simon introduced us to the Hebrew verb Radah, “to rule, to have dominion.” Given this 
great responsibility, the creation of humankind must therefore be the high-point in God’s 
creative activity - the climax of God’s handiwork. And yet here is where things have spiralled 
out of all proportion. This is where we have wandered into grave error, not least in looking 
after the finite resources of the earth. Often, we want to rule, to exercise dominion, without 
regard to the check and balance that is Day 7, the Sabbath. We act as if Day 6 were the 
conclusion of the Creation story. It is not. The seventh day, the Sabbath is the safeguard we 
have done away with. Now here is a critical point, so please listen carefully to this next 
sentence.  
 
Humankind may be the climax of creation, but Sabbath is the goal of Creation. Let me say 
that again. Humankind may be the high point of creation, but Sabbath is the goal of Creation. 
Now let me ask you this, what good are the high points in a football match, if there is no 
goal? Humankind may be the high point of creation, but Sabbath is the goal of Creation. Now 
what do I mean by this? 
 
Have you noticed in Genesis 1, that up until this point, the story of creation is neatly framed 
by the following formula: 
 



And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.  
 
And there was evening and there was morning, the second day.  
 
Here’s a question: where does the Bible say Day 7 ends? - It doesn’t. There is something so 
momentous about Day 7 that it departs from our neat little pattern, there was evening and 
there was morning. Here’s why. Day 7, rest, is about all creation drawing close to God. Day 7, 
Shabbat, is a picture of intimacy and worship. Day 7, God drew close to enjoy all that he had 
made.  
 
Now let us answer the child’s question, “why did God need to rest?” – He didn’t. God doesn’t 
need to sabbath; we do. We need to draw close to God as he desires to draw close to us. God 
didn’t need to rest in the sense that he was tired or fatigued, but God rested in the sense in 
that he put the busyness to one side and drew close to all that he had made. Now we are 
used to this; we call this principle “quality time.” This is when we put all the busyness of our 
lives to one side so that we can concentrate our focus on the people we love. So the Sabbath 
of Genesis 1 is a matter of quality time. It is a picture of original intimacy between the natural 
and human spheres with God, their Creator. 
 
But here’s the sad news. Day 7, the original Sabbath, did have an end. Day 7 ends in the next 
chapter of Genesis - Genesis 3, when humankind were exiled from the Garden in Eden, exiled 
from God’s presence. That is when the first Sabbath ended. So the command to observe the 
Sabbath, expresses a deeply-rooted desire to return to God. Sabbath is our way of re-
orienting our lives back to the garden in Eden.  
 
If you want confirmation as to how important Sabbath is, of all the religious rites and festivals 
mentioned in the old testament, how many feature in the 10 commandments? Just one, the 
Sabbath.  
 
Remember the Sabbath Day and Keep it Holy. 
 
The Sabbath is so important for the people of God, because it reminds us that the way things 
are, are not the way they are supposed to be. Sabbath is about remembering how it was in 
the Garden. More than that, because of the hope that is set before us in Jesus Christ, 
Sabbath catches us in a point of tension. Sabbath reminds us that the world is neither how 
the world should be, nor the way it will be. Sabbath looks backward and forward; back to the 
Garden in Eden in Genesis 1, and forward to the garden in the new heavens and earth in 
Revelation. Sabbath points us to both ends of the bible. Sabbath catches us between these 
two poles of our faith, lament that the world is not as it should be, and hope, the world is not 
yet as it will be.  
 
So, Sabbath becomes both act of obedience and of protest. It is your obedience to God, that 
expresses your desire to draw close to him. But it is an act of protest in that it is weekly 
reminder that we will not be governed by the chaotic rhythms and routines of this world. Six 
days you shall do all your work and labour, but the seventh day is a Sabbath TO the Lord your 
God.  



 
Sabbath is an act of obedience and of protest. Obedience as we draw close to God. An act of 
protest, as find ourselves in that place of tension somewhere between lament and hope, in 
the midst of a world that is not as it should be, nor as it will be. 
 
So that’s the theology. Now here are some practical pointers I want to make.  
 

1. Reclaim the Sabbath. Literally guard that time in the week for family, for friends and 
for God. Not just because it is good for you mentally and physically, but because it is 
holy to the Lord your God. Don’t fool yourself, as I used to by saying, I observe the 
Sabbath in principle by having a quiet moment here or there in the course of the day. 
Instead, literally get out the diary, and one day in 7, protect that time as if it were 
holy.  
 

2. Should my Sabbath be a Sunday? Where possible – yes. I think where possible the 
Sabbath should be a Sunday. In the Christian tradition it is the day of Christ’s 
resurrection. So where possible guard the Sunday, not least because a good 
proportion of your Sabbath should be centred around worship. Now, you may rightly 
respond: “What if I work shifts, and can’t help but work on Sunday?” Well, Jesus 
himself said, Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. This gives us some 
degree of freedom here, but certainly not to undermine the Sabbath. If you are in the 
police force or are a doctor for example, and you work shifts, then safeguarding 
Sundays can be difficult. In this situation, it would be wise, in the first instance, to 
explain to your superiors that Sundays are important as a matter of faith, but where 
you are on the roster to work Sundays the same principle applies. Take out the diary, 
look at the days you are off that week, and block out a day as holy to the Lord; see 
family, friends, pray, and rest.  
 

3. Take a digital Sabbath. This next point is especially important for younger millennials 
and Generation Z’ers trying to establish their careers, and also for teenagers. Take a 
digital Sabbath. Take a digital sabbath. Take a day to go screen-free as an act of 
Sabbath protest.  
 
I know that if you are in your 20s and 30s you will be working overtime to establish 
yourself and your career at a really hard time, but where is your routine and sense of 
perspective? Should these things be ordered around work? I remember Bishop Simon 
telling me that the high-flyers at Silicon Valley insist on taking a digital sabbath. But I 
wonder, do they extend the same expectation to their employees? Take a digital 
sabbath once a week.  
 
If you are a parent of a teenager, consider seriously if it is a battle you should fight. If 
you are a teenager, consider why your waking instinct is to reach for your phone? 
Take a digital Sabbath.  
 
The pandemic means a lot of us have started to work from home, and while many of 
us welcome the change and flexibility this has brought, there is an increasing danger 
that the lines and boundaries are becoming blurred. When we are at home, we 



cannot leave work at work. Smart phones mean that emails are only ever a click away. 
To reintroduce those boundaries, to be sure you are never tempted to check what’s 
happened while you are away from your desk, take a digital sabbath.  

 
4. Model Sabbath well. If you are established in your career, if you are in management 

or are responsible for staff, you have a duty of care not only to model Sabbath well, 
but to show understanding when your staff or line-reports request a Sabbath. Here at 
St Paul’s, for example, I expect the PCC and wardens to challenge me when I work on 
Fridays, and to be fair they are good at that. That is how I know I am loved and valued 
here. Now I know in some roles, you won’t always be able to work the rota to suit 
everyone’s requests or needs, but if you are in a position of responsibility, are you 
able to arrange shifts so that they are as sensitive as possible to this principle?  Are 
you able to remind your staff to relocate their Sabbath when they have to work a 
Sunday? 
 

5. Respect your neighbour’s Sabbath. If you are invited to share a Sabbath meal with 
someone, tread carefully, because you have been invited on to holy ground. Respect 
your neighbour’s Sabbath and recognise the honour they bestow on you when they 
invite you round, even for something as small as a glass of water, on their Sabbath. 
 

6. An obvious Sabbath. Last of all, be in no doubt that you are on Sabbath when you take 
your Sabbath. Here at St Paul’s, for example, we are approaching our 150th 
anniversary. Our year of jubilee, our year of Sabbath. There should be no doubt in our 
community that St Paul’s is celebrating, is taking its once-in-a-lifetime Sabbath jubilee, 
seriously.  

 
Sabbath is the goal of creation.  
 
Sabbath catches us at a point of tension, between the way the world should be, and the way 
the world should be.  
 
But the most important thing of all is that you take a Sabbath.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


