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 Rest 
 Matthew 11:28-30 & John 14:25-27 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  
   21 May 2017 
 

25 “I have said these things to you while I am still with you. 26 But the Advocate, the Holy 
Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you 
of all that I have said to you. 27 Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not 
give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be 
afraid.  (Jn. 14:25-27 NRSV) 
 
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.”  (Mt. 11:28-30 NRSV) 
 

1 
 Rest and Peace.  Rest in peace.  Peaceful rest.  The words seem to go together.  They 
flow together.  And so do the experiences.  When we truly rest we are at peace.  When we 
are not at peace, rest eludes us.   
 That being the case, I wonder…if perpetual agitation and anxiety, if an inability to 
truly rest, is indicative of a lack of trust in God's gift of the Holy Spirit?  Jesus said the 
Holy Spirit would bring us peace…a sort of peace, I suppose, that helps us keep the 
distressing and frightening things that happen to us in perspective.  Jesus said his Spirit 
would free our hearts of being overwhelmed in times of trouble…that the Spirit would 
comfort us and keep us from being afraid. 
 Elsewhere Jesus said, "Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy 
burdens, and I will give you rest."  He said, "Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, 
for I am gentle and humble in heart, for (when you do) you will find rest for your souls." 

2 
 This past August I began a series of sermons I am calling "words of the faith."  This 
morning I am taking up a twenty-seventh word…the word "rest."  I wanted to take up the 
word "rest" because I don't seem to be finding much of it of late.  And because I believe 
God means for all of us to experience rest.   
 Let me say right off that I don't think God means for us to experience rest only after 
we have shuffled off this mortal coil.  I don't think God means for us to rest only when we 
RIP - i.e., "rest in peace."  I think God means for rest to be a fundamental and 
indispensable aspect of what it means to live in this life.  I think rest is meant to be 
something we sink into every day.  I also think rest does not necessarily mean what we 
think it means. 

3 
 Various forms of our English word rest occur 274 times in the Old Testament and 
52 times in the New Testament.1  In most cases it has to do with the basic human need for 
physical renewal by ceasing work or travel.  For example, in Mark 6:31, Jesus recognized 
his disciples had become exhausted and were in need of physical renewal.  In this sense 
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rest had to do with stopping an activity…as in Genesis 2:3 where God rested from all work 
on the seventh day.  The biblical notion of Sabbath involves a day to stop physical work in 
order to be refreshed.2 
 You probably know that a rendition of the 10 Commandments appears in two 
places in the Old Testament - in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5.  What may surprise you is 
that the two accounts offer differing reasons for observing Sabbath rest.   
 According to the book of Exodus we are meant to rest on the Sabbath because on 
the seventh day of creation God rested.  After laboring for six days creating the world and 
all that is therein, God rested on the seventh day.  The thinking goes like this:  If God 
rested, so should we.  Or to put it another way…if God rested, who are we to think we 
don't need to rest. 
 According to the book of Deuteronomy we are to rest on the Sabbath because when 
Israel was a slave people in Egypt they were never free to rest from their labors.  God 
liberated them from Pharaoh's slave labor.  And so keeping Sabbath rest is a way of saying 
"thank you" to God for giving us the liberty to rest.   
 This second reason for observing the Sabbath has a very different feel, doesn't it?  It 
makes me think of all the people across the planet who are not free to rest.  Pharaohs do 
not oppress people in our day…but there are plenty of rulers, masters, tyrants, office 
managers who treat the people around them as if they are slaves.  Forced labor of one sort 
and another is not just a reality of a bygone era.  There are people in our day and even in 
our own community who are not at liberty to take a day to rest.  They must work.  They 
only dream of being able to rest from their labors. 
 You may be interested to know that in Jesus' day the Romans looked with contempt 
upon the Jewish practice of Sabbath.  The Romans were committed to work - to what they 
could produce by their labors - to mastering the world by their efforts.  They were 
contemptuous of the meaning and practice of Sabbath.3    
 Abraham Joshua Heschel, one of the truly great thinkers of the last century, said the 
ancient Roman's contempt for Sabbath rest incriminates us.  It certainly incriminates me 
because I too easily convince myself the things I do are more important than they really 
are.  I attach ultimate importance to the things I do…as a pastor, as a son, as a husband, as 
a father, as a person, and on and on. 
 This is not to suggest the things you and I do are unimportant.  But I do think it is 
important to point out that the things you and I do are not of ultimate importance.  The 
world will continue to rotate on its axis while we sleep.    
 Heschel urged us to have a much more modest appraisal of our powers.  He 
wanted us to realize that while our work is important and while there are many things we 
alone can and must do…our work will always remain incomplete.  And so he urges us to 
rest on the Sabbath as if our work is done…to rest as a way of declaring we have more 
faith in God than we do in ourselves.4 
 Heschel was a Jew so he observed Sabbath as an article of faith.  You and I are 
Christian so we don't worship on Saturday.  We worship on Sunday, the Lord's Day…a 
day we celebrate the resurrection of our Lord.  But what Heschel said of Sabbath applies to 
what we do or do not do on Sunday. 
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 And what few of us do any more is let Sunday be a day for resting.  But we need 
the rest.  Jesus said to his disciples, "The sabbath was made for humankind, and not 
humankind for the sabbath."5  In other words, God gave us the Sabbath because we need 
rest…body and soul.  It is in our own interest, then, to find ways to reclaim Sabbath rest… 
to cease our busyness as a way of saying "thank you" to God for caring enough about our 
welfare to give us the liberty to rest.   

4 
 Jesus said, "Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, 
and I will give you rest."  He said, "Take my yoke upon you and learn from me…for (when 
you do) you will find rest for your souls." 
 Writer, motivational speaker, and former pastor, Rob Bell, helps us understand 
what it may mean to be yoked to Jesus.  Bell says… 
 

Different rabbis had different sets of rules, which were really different lists of what they 
forbade and what they permitted.  A rabbi’s set of rules and lists, which was really that 
rabbi’s interpretation of how to live the Torah, was called that rabbi’s yoke.  When you 
followed a certain rabbi, you were following him because you believed that rabbi’s set of 
interpretations were the closest to what God intended through the scriptures.  And when 
you followed that rabbi, you were taking up that rabbi’s yoke.6   

 
As you may imagine, the rules of some rabbis could be very strict and restrictive.  Some 
yokes could be oppressive.   
 Jesus said his yoke was not oppressive.  It was easy.  What do you suppose he 
meant?  Well, I don't think he meant the trials, the struggles, the sorrows weighing us 
down would suddenly vanish.  He did not mean life yoked to him would somehow 
become pain or stress free.  Remember, he carried a cross.   
 And so it sure seems that to be yoked to Jesus who endured rejection, suffering, and 
the cross, may entail anxiety and hardship…not rest, at least not rest in the way we usually 
think of rest.   
 So let's think about it in a different way - not as the absence of struggle but the 
burden of the struggle put into perspective.  Jesus says that if we take up his offer to be 
yoked to him we discover the load lightens.   
 And we know this is true, don't we?  We know it is true when someone helps us 
carry a heavy table or lift a heavy beam into place…when we work together on a project.  
We know this is true when we are faced with a heavy decision and someone offers to 
listen as we talk through a troubling matter…or when someone sits with us as we await 
news from the doctor.  We know the burdens we carry are lightened when we have the 
sense we are joining Jesus himself where he is at work in the world.  And we know a sense 
of rest and peace descend upon us when we realize we are not meant to bear the 
responsibility for saving the world. 
 Listen to something else Abraham Heschel had to say about the importance of rest 
and how the Sabbath informs our need for rest.  He said,  
 

The Sabbath is a time we say farewell to manual work and learn to understand the world 
has already been created and will survive without our help.  Six days a week we wrestle 
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with the world, wringing profit from the earth.  On the Sabbath we especially care for the 
seed of eternity planted in the soul.  The world has our hands, but our soul belongs to 
Someone Else.7 

 
 Heschel faithfully kept the Sabbath.  For him the Sabbath was an island of stillness 
within the tempestuous ocean of time and toil where he could enter a harbor and reclaim 
his dignity as a child of God.8   

6 
 I began this sermon by suggesting that rest and peace seem to go together…that the 
experiences of rest and peace flow together.  When we truly rest we are at peace.  When 
we are not at peace, rest eludes us.   
 Poet David Whyte put it this way.  He says,  
 

When rested I am ready for the world but not held hostage by it…when rested I care again 
for the right things and the right people in the right way.  When rested I reestablish the 
goals that make me more generous, more courageous, more of an invitation, more someone 
I want to remember, and more someone others would want to remember, too.9 

 
 When rested we free ourselves from oppressive yokes…by yoking ourselves instead 
to Jesus who lightens our burdens.  Then rested, we are ready to be as Christ to one 
another, yoking ourselves to one another so they may find rest, too.  Amen. 
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