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The first words of the Bible – the very first chapter of the book of Genesis – outline the first of 

the two creation accounts that we have in Scripture.  Over the course of six ‘days’ God creates 

the earth, the sky, the waters, the fish, the animals, the plants, the people… all that we know is 

created in those six days.  Then, in the beginning of the second chapter of Genesis, that first 

creation account is wrapped up with these words: 

“Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude. 2 And on the seventh 

day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the 

work that he had done. 3 So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God 

rested from all the work that he had done in creation.”  (Genesis 2: 1-4a) 

 

That’s the root of all of this Sabbath talk that we’ve had over the course of the past couple of 

months.  The entire notion of the Sabbath is grounded in the concept that God created the world 

in six days, and on the seventh God rested from all of that work, and thus humanity should as 

well.  The enshrinement of that notion, then, comes with the Ten Commandments.  In that 

glorious moment of Moses hearing from God on Mt. Sinai, the commandment for the sabbath is 

handed down: 

“Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor and do all your 

work. 10 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. 11 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.”  (Exodus 20: 8-11) 

 

That’s where it all comes from.  Those two passages are the foundation for the entire concept and 

practice of the sabbath.  The challenge, however, is where things went from there.  From the 

‘mouth of God,’ as it were, those words from Exodus are the extent of the sabbath command.  

The very word, ‘sabbath,’ comes from the Hebrew word ‘shavat,’ which literally means ‘rest’ or 

‘ceasing from work.’  So, that’s really what we have from God on the notion of the sabbath: 

‘Work for six days and then rest for one.’  It seems pretty simple and straightforward at first.  

The difficulty that then arises, however, is to discern exactly what that means.  What is 

considered work?  What is considered rest?  What does it mean that the sabbath is meant to be 

kept ‘to the Lord our God,’ and not necessarily as some benefit for ourselves?  These are 
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questions that aren’t answered in that fundamental command.  More importantly for our purposes 

today, however, is that these are questions that are only ever answered in the human construct 

that is eventually built around those words from God on the top of Mount Sinai.  And, that’s the 

part that brings me to our passage from John this morning. 

 

Some of you may recall that we reflected on this passage last fall, and we focused on the hope 

and the promise of these words from Jesus.  “My Father is still working, and I also am working.”  

There is an almost unmatchable comfort and peace that stems that reminder that God is not done 

with anything, yet.  There is such strength that comes from hearing those words of Jesus telling 

us that those things that weigh us down are not the end of the story.  I could dwell in that 

message of God’s persistent care week after week – and we do try to come back to that notion in 

one form or another with a fair amount of consistency.  What I also want to suggest, however, is 

that those words of promise that seek to remind us of who and what God is in our lives are also 

words of challenge that seek to reign us in when it comes to our certitude regarding who and 

what God is in our lives. 

 

The refrain that has been echoing in my mind, constantly over the course of this week, has been 

Bing Crosby’s ‘Don’t Fence Me In.’  “Oh, give me land, lots of land under starry skies above 

Don't fence me in…”  That little phrase has been ringing in my brain all week, because subtly 

imbued in those words of promise from Jesus in John 5, that is the challenge that I hear.   

 

There are actually two moments of sabbath conflict that arise in this passage from John.  The 

first is with the man who is healed.  As Jesus finds that man who’s been ill for 38-years, so 

longing for healing and restoration, his compassion and care is born out in the healing of his 

illness.  Jesus tells him to pick up the mat on which he has been lying and walk, and the man 

picks up his mat and walks – only to be confronted by the others claiming that carrying his mat is 

work and thus not allowed on the sabbath.  That’s conflict number one.  The man points out that 

he was healed and that it was his healer who told him to do so, through a series of events the man 

then leads the others to Jesus as the one who healed, and Jesus is once again challenged for doing 

work on the sabbath by healing this man.  “My Father is still working,” Jesus replies, “and I also 

am working.”  Or, if I can say it another way, ‘That’s your rule, not mine!’ 

 

I wonder how aware we are, at times, about how much of our understanding of faith… of 

Jesus… of God… is the result of elaborate human construct.  By the time of this moment of 

conflict between Jesus and his detractors, there had been centuries of human elaboration upon 

that foundational command the remember the sabbath day and keep it holy.  There had been, by 

the time of this healing at the Beth-zatha pools, generations upon generations of answering those 

questions of what is work, what is rest, what is the purpose of the sabbath, and so much more.  

There had been, by this moment, countless iterations and clarifications that teachers and 

preachers had placed upon this notion of the sabbath, and what I hear Jesus saying in response to 

all of that, in John 5, is ‘That’s your understanding, not mine!’  ‘That’s your creation, not mine!’  

‘That’s your rule, not mine!’   

 

Those of you who have particularly strong memories may have noticed that our Call to Worship 

this morning was very reminiscent of that which we had last week.  When I went to put things in 

for this week, I really had to stay with that same refrain, because I think the Psalmist says things 
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so clearly, “his greatness is unsearchable.”  For those of you not fully versed in Latin – that’s the 

essence of the quote from St. Augustine that we included as the Call to Meditation at the outset 

of worship this morning.  “Si enim comprehendis, non est Deus.”  Loosely translated, ‘If you 

comprehend it, it’s not God!’  There are some out there, I would suggest, who misuse that quote 

and notion by turning it into something of a license for theological apathy – essentially trying to 

say that because we can’t understand God, we need not bother trying.  That is nowhere near the 

point.   

• The point, I would argue, is that God is bigger than any encapsulation, construct or 

articulation that we might be able to muster up!   

• The point, I would argue, is that God is greater than any fence we might seek to put 

around him.   

• The point, I would argue, is that the moment we think we have some element of God 

fully clarified in our minds is the moment we have clearly failed to understand the true 

nature and wonder of God. 

 

In this dialog that we read in John 5, beyond the wondrous promise and hope that is instilled 

through Jesus’ reminder that he and God remain at work, there is a challenge to those who 

confronted him that I think confronts us as well.  Beyond the glory of that notion of God’s 

pervasive providence in our lives, Jesus turns to those who have built that sabbath fence around 

God and says, ‘God can’t be constrained…that faith can’t constrained…by your human creations 

of that which it is supposed to be.’ 

 

For the past few months, we’ve cycled around and around these various sabbath conflicts that 

arise in the gospels, but I’m hoping that the underlying theme that has become clear is that each 

human challenge that was brought to Jesus about what is acceptable on the sabbath was met with 

Jesus’ response that God, that faith, is bigger than the fence they’d built around the sabbath.  ‘If 

you comprehend it, it’s not God.’ 

 

In a world so embroiled in divisiveness…in a society in which it seems that we are increasingly 

entrenched in our respective corners of ideological certitude…I think there might be some value 

in our being reminded that God is bigger than every box we construct to contain that divine 

reality, and greater than every fence we build around what is and is not ‘truth’ in his creation in 

which we live.  In all the studies, conversations, and reflections in which I’ve engaged over the 

years, the honest truth is that in the end, that is the single element of our faith of which I am 

entirely certain… Si enim comprehendis, non est Deus… put into my words… the moment I 

finally have a clear understanding of God, is the moment I know that I’m wrong! 


