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At this time of year a great part of the population is getting ready to go on holiday. Especially for families with school-age children in Britain mid-July marks the end of the working year and signals the beginning of a well-earned rest. Other countries deal with it differently. I believe in some places on the Continent they simply shut down the factories and other work places for the whole month of August and that’s when people go on holiday. We may vary the timing of it, but one way or the other we all need rest and need to take a break some time. I have a friend who always answers my question of ‘How are you?’ with ‘Oh, I am so tired.’ It’s difficult to know how to carry on the conversation after that.  If I ask ‘what makes you tired’, she would say: ‘I don’t really know, I am just tired.’ Thinking about her possible reasons I find that judging from the outside she has a relatively easy life with no family or work responsibilities, no financial or health worries or other obvious burdens that make most of us tired. It seems there are some other, perhaps hidden things that can weigh us down for which the annual holiday may not be the full remedy.

It’s good to be reminded then that rest, as it is raised in the concluding verses of our Gospel reading from Matthew, is an important Biblical concept, one that would have been of interest to another friend of mine. She felt guilty every time she sat down during the day for reading a book, watching a film, or doing anything for pleasure or relaxation, because she inherited a kind of ‘protestant work ethic’. According to this every hour of every working day had to be filled with disciplined hard work and only the night time and Sunday were ‘ordained’ for rest. But in fact, the Bible has a lot more to say about rest than that and it talks about many different aspects of the need for rest, its effectiveness and its outcome. But before we get into all that here is a health warning: You may need a rest after this sermon, because instead of the usual three points I want to raise four brief thoughts, as we look at some of the Biblical teachings about rest! 

So, let’s begin at the beginning; on the very first page of the Bible, in fact. We all remember how in the story of Creation ‘on the sixth day God had brought to an end all the work he had been doing’ and on the seventh day he rested (Genesis 2:2). It is a beautiful, poetic way of acknowledging the divine presence both in work and in rest, which has been there from the beginning of times. Although we know this, it may be good for us to reflect on it from time to time. It may be useful to be reminded that resting from work means relinquishing control for the duration. Now, giving up or losing control can be really hard and that may be why some of us find it so difficult to rest. We cannot let go. We try to do it all, we try to have it all, we try to please everybody. Could it be that it happens because we overestimate ourselves and under-estimate others? Giving up control requires trust that even if we are not there all the time in the centre of things, working hard, the world won’t come to a stand-still. What an amazing thought: In the great event of Creation, the creator is relinquishing control over everything that’s been made and entrusts us, humans with running it all! A great encouragement for taking rest in a particular way!

The second sense in which the Bible talks about rest is tied up with Israel’s lived experience, especially with their time in exile in Babylon. As they are suffering in bondage far away from their homeland, their families and friends, their beloved place of worship and they are burdened in oppression by their Babylonian captors, through the prophets God promises them rest and relief. There are occasions in our lives when we need rest from some especially troublesome or even painful circumstances that are beyond our control: a difficult work situation, an ongoing family crisis, health issues, the kind of worries that keep us awake at night. The Biblical witness is that even in those darkest of days we are not alone. God hears the cries of God’s people. There comes a Moses to bring the people out of Egypt, encouraged by the promise that God’s presence will go with him and will set his mind at rest about his impossible task (Exodus 33:14). There arises a King Cyrus in Babylon, who is moved to send the exiles back from Babylon to Jerusalem to rebuild their temple; a Nelson Mandela walks out of prison to signal the end of apartheid in South Africa. You find a gifted surgeon, who gives you relief from pain and helps you to gain a new lease of life. And who could forget the comforting words of Psalm 23: 

“The Lord is my Shepherd: I lack for nothing. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures, 

he leads me to water where I may rest. …

Even were I to walk through the a valley 

of deepest darkness

I should fear no harm, for you are with me.”


Then, some of our restlessness is due to indecision. There are always difficult choices to be made in life and the solution is not always obvious. This is an anxiety-making, tiring process, which can wear us out. This is how Jeremiah, one of the greatest prophets of Israel understood God’s guidance on the matter:

“These are the words of the Lord: take your stand and watch at the crossroads: enquire about the ancient paths; ask which is the way that leads to what is good. Take that way, and you will find rest for yourselves.” (Jeremiah 6:16)

For our use today I take this to mean that in crucial decision-making we are to remember the ways God had been with us in the past, how with hindsight we can trace the guiding divine hand at work when our own wisdom had failed us. And in an extended sense we are to study the history of God’s people and discover how their decision making led to good or not so good paths. 

And finally we arrive at one of the best-known and best-loved sayings of Jesus as related to us by Matthew in today’s Gospel reading:

“Come to me all, who are weary and whose load is heavy; I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble-hearted; and you will find rest for your souls.

For my yoke is easy to wear, my load is light.”

On the surface Jesus’ solution to the burdens and tiredness seems no solution at all. After all, a yoke, is a yoke. Do we need yet another demand on us when we are already weighed down with all that life throws at us? And how can humility and gentleness help us, when we are desperately trying to stay on top of things and remain in command of our lives? Doesn’t Jesus need a reality-check here? Well, maybe not, if we dig a bit deeper in the Biblical context of his words, which have been such a comfort for generations and generations of Christians down the ages. 

I have been struck by a modern image an American preacher used in his sermon about this passage. He visited a friend on his farm and observed the curious fact that a huge ox was yoked together with a very small bullock, as they were working together in the field. This seemed unusual, because normally in a yoke you see animals with roughly equal weight and strength and the load is equally distributed between them. When he asked his farmer friend it turned out that these animals were hooked together in such a way that, in fact, the large ox was pulling all the weight. The little bullock was there to be trained, to ‘learn the ropes’, as it were, until it was ready to pull his own weight. In this instant the yoke was a kind of training implement. If we look at Jesus’ words with this picture in mind, they might make more sense to us. Bill Loader, the Australian theologian helps us by pointing out that in this passage Matthew’s Jesus stands in the wisdom tradition of the old sages. 

The whole saying is phrased in the style of wisdom teachings in the Hebrew Bible. In the Book of Ecclesiasticus (which is among the Apocryphal books of the Bible) we read:

“You that are uninstructed, come to me and lodge in the house of instruction,… Bend your neck to the yoke and be ready to accept instruction.” (Ecclesiasticus 51:23, 26)

Jesus’ invitation then is not an extra burden; It’s not that he wants to lord it over us, rather he wants to be yoked to us, it is an offer from him to be our yoke-mate in this un-equal relationship so that we may learn from him a different way of life; a life of relief and freedom, of joy and blessing, whilst he is taking the lion-share of the burdens. There is a saying ‘A change is as good as a rest’. Well, the saying is of much later origin, but this is what Jesus was talking about. He called his contemporaries to change their understanding of God’s intentions for them and thereby find rest. Instead of being oppressed under the weight of some 365 different prohibitions and 250 commandments their religion required of them he offered them a freer, lighter, gentler way of living. We may have a range of different reasons of why we are exhausted and need a rest, but according to our reading today we don’t have to persist in the situations we find ourselves in. We can do what all good disciples do, learn from Jesus, change direction under his tutelage, re-think our priorities, practice love and compassion towards others as well as towards ourselves and humbly accept  the rest he offers. May his Spirit aid us as we do.
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