
LESSONS FROM THE GARDEN: WE NEED TO REST THE SOIL 

Scripture Readings:  Leviticus 25:1-7; Matthew 11:28-30 

 

 

As we continue with our lessons from the garden I would like to point out that it is fairly well 

known that the agricultural practices of the United States leave much to be desired; although, 

from the viewpoint of big business, which is what agriculture has become, the picture is 

probably highly satisfactory.  Modern agricultural methods pump thousands of tons of chemical 

fertilizers into the soil while at the same time pouring thousands of tons of pesticides on the 

emerging crops to keep bugs and disease at bay.  The result: picture-perfect crops without 

disease or blemish but lacking many of the vitamins and minerals so necessary to the 

maintenance of our physical health.  For it is a sobering fact that, not only are all the pesticides 

contributing to an epidemic of illness in our society; most of our produce is being grown in 

organically starved soil and many of the trace elements needed by our bodies are missing.   

 

God had a better idea.  He knows how important it is to rest the soil so that it doesn’t become 

depleted and incapable of sustaining healthy produce.  As seen in our scripture reading, He 

decreed that every seventh year the land was to have a complete rest.  It was to be called a 

Sabbath year.  And included in that decree were the people and the farm animals.  For, 

because it was forbidden to till the soil and plant the crops, all the animals and people, as well 

as the soil, would have had a year of rest.  Of course, it didn’t work out the way it was 

supposed to because the people did not obey this command of God.  And they eventually 

suffered greatly because of their disobedience. 
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But let’s begin with the Jewish concept of the Sabbath.  Following the pattern that He  

established during Creation; of working for six days and resting on the seventh; God gave the 

Sabbath rest to the nation of Israel.  The people were commanded to keep it separate from the 

other days of the week.  Indeed, they were to separate it out unto God.  All work and worldly 

occupation was to cease and the people were to focus on their worship of the Lord.   It was so 

important to God for the people to keep this command that this was the fourth commandment 

given to Moses on Mt. Sinai.  It reads:  

 

“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.  Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, 

but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God.  On it you shall not do any work, you, 

or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or 

the sojourner who is within your gates.  For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the 

sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day.  Therefore the LORD blessed the 

Sabbath day and made it holy.” 

 

But there was more to the picture than just the weekly cycle.  God also ordained that every 

seventh year would be a Sabbath year.  And it was in that year that the land was to be allowed 

to rest and our scripture reading describes how it was to be observed.  The Sabbath year, in 

Hebrew, is called the Shemitah.  And God further ordained that after a cycle of seven 

Shemitah, or Sabbath, years, would come the year of Jubilee – the fiftieth year.  And in that 

year all debts were to be forgiven, all slaves freed, and all property returned to its original 

owner.  In the Leviticus passage following our text God spoke these words through Moses: “In 

addition you must count off seven Sabbath years, seven sets of seven years, adding up to  
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forty-nine years in all.  Then on the Day of Atonement in the fiftieth year, blow the ram’s horn  

loud and long throughout the land.  Set this year apart as holy, a time to proclaim freedom 

throughout the land for all who live there.  It will be a jubilee year for you, when each of you 

may return to the land that belonged to your ancestors and return to your own clan.  This 

fiftieth year will be a jubilee for you.  During that year you must not plant your fields or store 

away any of the crops that grow on their own, and don’t gather the grapes from your unpruned 

vines.  It will be a jubilee year for you, and you must keep it holy.  But you may eat whatever 

the land produces on its own.”   

 

The Israelites were being asked to trust God’s method for provision – big time.  For the forty-

ninth year was a shemitah year; and then they were being told to let the land lie fallow for yet 

another year.   And in return God promised abundant blessing.  However, as I mentioned 

before, it is fairly certain that the Israelites never did obey this command of God.  And it is 

interesting to note that the number of years that the people were sent into exile in Babylon 

equaled the number of times that they had not observed the Sabbath, or shemitah, year. 

 

We are not going to go into the deeper ramifications of the year of Jubilee this morning except 

to extract God’s proclamation of a time of freedom for all the people.  In English the word 

Shemitah is most accurately translated as “the release” or “the remission.”  And I believe that 

the mandate to put oneself in remission, to rest, can actually be seen as a form of freedom  

given to us by God.  When you think of all the workers over all the millennia who have 

endlessly toiled, often in great hardship, you can see how a day of rest can represent a day of 

freedom.  Indeed, we are still apt to think of our weekends as a time of freedom from toil.  
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Except that currently that is no longer the case for many people.  It’s business as usual on 

Sunday; and since our society has stopped respecting biblical commandments there is no 

longer a mandated rest for anyone on the Sabbath.  

 

And we are seeing unfortunate ramifications from that.  Many families are no longer able to be 

together on Sundays because one of the parents must work.  Or, they are stretched to the limit 

racing from one sports field to another to support their children.  Church attendance has gone 

by the board for many, many families; and if children are not given the opportunity to know 

God how can they ever be expected to learn to live godly lives?  If they and their parents are 

not given the opportunity to grow and develop a faith, how will they be able to successfully 

negotiate all the obstacles that life throws at us?  We don’t have to look very far to see the 

results of a society that has failed to observe the Sabbath and has turned away from God. 

 

To get back to the concept of freedom, I think it bears mentioning that our concept of freedom 

has become very skewed.  We think that because we can do what we want, when we want, 

that we have freedom.  And from a worldly point of view that is true.  But what we often fail to 

realize is that when we do not submit to God’s ways, what we consider to be freedom is 

actually a form of license and, probably, disobedience.  Therefore, what we may consider 

freedom can actually become a form of slavery.  And God knows, in our society we have 

become slaves to pleasure, to work, to various addictions, to self-preservation and self-

aggrandizement. 

 

God knew what the land needed to remain healthy.  And He knew what His people needed  
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to remain physically and spiritually healthy.  He knows that human bodies need rest.  It’s how 

we are made.  We simply cannot go nonstop without something wearing out.  He also knows 

that our spirits need rest.  We have been created to function at our highest best when we 

honor and fellowship with God.  Because of that, He commanded us to observe the Sabbath 

and to keep it holy.  And, of course, our Sabbath is different from that of the Jews because on 

our Sabbath we are celebrating the resurrection of Jesus.  We obey that commandment when 

we take the time to come together to worship and draw closer to our God.  We also obey that 

commandment to observe the Sabbath when we take the time, as the Psalmist said, to 

“consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set 

in place…”  That is, when we take time to rest and to think about God.  Being spiritually 

connected to God is life’s breath for humanity.  And not being spiritually connected is the 

underlying reason for humanity’s horrors. 

 

Jesus was always connected to the Father.  Time after time in the scriptures we read of  

his going off by himself to pray.  And because he was connected to God he was able to reveal 

the Father’s Will to us.  Our scripture reading from Matthew is one of his most well-known 

revelations.  I’d like to read it to you again, this time from “The Message” translation: “Are you 

tired?  Worn out?  Burned out on religion?  Come to me.  Get away with me and you’ll recover 

your life.  I’ll show you how to take a real rest.  Walk with me and work with me – watch how I 

do it.  Learn the unforced rhythms of grace.  I won’t lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you.  

Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and lightly.” 

 

Max Lucado, in his book, “Grace: More Than We Deserve, Greater Than We Imagine” 

http://links.zondervancorporation.mkt4728.com/ctt?kn=1&ms=NTE3OTA2NzUS1&r=NjQ4Mzc3MTE5NDQS1&b=0&j=OTYxMDk0NDg1S0&mt=1&rt=0


6 
 

writes, “You’re tired.  Fatigue is not a foreign word.  You know all too well its fruit: burning 

eyes, slumped shoulders, gloomy spirit, and robotic thoughts.  You are tired.  We are tired.  A 

tired people.  A tired generation.  A tired society.  We race.  We run. Workweeks drag like 

Arctic winters.  Monday mornings show up on Sunday night.  We slug our way through the long 

lines and long hours with faces made long by the long lists of things we need to do, gadgets 

we want to buy, or people we try to please.  Grass to cut.  Weeds to pull.  Teeth to clean.  

Diapers to change.  Carpets, kids, canaries — everything needs our attention. 

 

The government wants more taxes.   The kids want more toys.  The boss, more hours. The 

school, more volunteers.  The spouse, more attention.  The parents, more visits. And the 

church, oh, the church.  Have I mentioned the church?  Serve more.  Pray more.  Attend more.  

Host more.  Read more.  And what can you say?  The church speaks for God.” 

 

It’s important here, I think, for us to distinguish between following God’s commandments vs. 

becoming entangled by the laws that men have forged from those commandments; and by 

false expectations generated by them.  In our scripture reading Jesus was speaking about all 

the rules and regulations that the religious leaders of that day had imposed upon the people.  

Jesus was never about rules and regulations.  He was about relationship – always.  And that is 

always what we must be about as well.  No matter what we discern that we may need to be 

doing here in the church, our bottom-line commitment is never to the church.  It’s to Jesus.  

Always. 

 

It’s also important for us to see that we are speaking about two aspects of rest here.  We have  
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been talking about resting from our labors in order that we might have time to honor and 

worship God; that we might take the time to rest our bodies and our minds.  But there is 

another aspect as well.  And that is: resting from trying to make ourselves right with God.  To 

again quote Max Lucado: 

 

“I became a Christian about the same time I became a Boy Scout and made the assumption 

that God grades on a merit system.  Good Scouts move up.  Good people go to heaven.  So I 

resolved to amass a multitude of spiritual badges.  An embroidered Bible for Bible reading.  

Folded hands for prayer.  A kid sleeping on the pew for church attendance.  In my imagination 

angels feverishly stitched emblems on my behalf.  They scarcely kept pace with my 

performance and wondered if one sash would suffice. “That Lucado kid is exhausting my 

fingers!”  I worked toward the day, the great day, when God, amid falling confetti and dancing 

cherubim, would drape my badge-laden sash across my chest and welcome me into his 

eternal kingdom, where I could humbly display my badges for eternity.  But some thorny 

questions surfaced. 

 

If God saves good people, how good is “good”?  God expects integrity of speech but how 

much?  What is the permitted percentage of exaggeration?  Suppose the required score is 80 

and I score a 79?  How do you know your score?  I sought the advice of a minister.  Surely he 

would help me answer the “How good is good?” question.  He did, with one word: do.  Do 

better.  Do more.  Do now.  “Do good, and you’ll be okay.”  “Do more, and you’ll be saved.”  

“Do right, and you’ll be all right.”  Do. Be. Do. Be. Do.  Do-be-do-be-do. 

 



8 
 

Familiar with the tune? You might be.  Most people embrace the assumption that God saves  

good people.  So be good!  Be moral.  Be honest.  Be decent.  Pray the rosary. Keep the 

Sabbath.  Keep your promises.  Pray five times a day facing east.  Stay sober. Pay taxes.  

Earn merit badges.  Yet for all the talk about being good, still no one can answer the 

fundamental question: What level of good is good enough?  Bizarre.  At stake is our eternal 

destination, yet we are more confident about lasagna recipes than the entrance requirements 

for heaven.” 

 

And he continues, “God has a better idea:  For by grace you have been saved through faith, 

and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God. — Ephesians 2:8.  We contribute nothing.  

Zilch.  As opposed to the merit badge of the Scout, salvation of the soul is unearned.  A gift.  

Our merits merit nothing.  God’s work merits everything.”  

 

My sermon title could as easily have been, “We Need to Rest the Soul.”  Indeed, our soul is 

the place from which we grow spiritually.  So when we are spiritually connected to God our 

soul is nourished and we are able to thrive as His people. Taking time to rest the soil of our 

soul is imperative if we are to reap abundant fruit from our spiritual garden.  “Come to me, all 

you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest.” 

 

Let Us Pray: Gracious God, only You know what is best for our souls, our minds, our bodies, 

and our spirits.  Help us to learn to rest in You that we might receive the nourishment that we 

so desperately need to live lives that are a blessing to Your world   and pleasing to You.  In 

Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
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