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Colossians 2:6-19; Mark 2:23-28; Exodus 20:8-11; Deuteronomy 5:12-15
Our final Scripture readings tonight are from Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15.
They are the account of the fourth of the Ten Words or Ten Commandments of God. They are a
little different, so we’ll read both. Let’s listen to the Word of God together. From Exodus 20:811: “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping 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,
neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals,
nor the alien within your gates. For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the
sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the
Sabbath day and made it holy.” Then from Deuteronomy 5:12-15: “Observe the Sabbath day by
keeping it holy, as the LORD your God has commanded you. 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, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your ox,
your donkey or any of your animals, nor the alien within your gates, so that your manservant and
maidservant may rest, as you do. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the LORD
your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the
LORD your God has commanded you to observe the Sabbath day.”
At the end of the day, we want things to make sense. We want there to be a reason
behind it all, an answer to each question, and a response to each tragedy in life. Most of us come
to church because we want to worship God – or at very least, we feel we should worship Him –
but we really come hoping that the music, the sermon, the stuff we hear from the Bible, the
prayers, that they would help us get some perspective on our lives. We know life is a puzzle.
Can God make the pieces fit? Sometimes a puzzle only makes sense when you look at it from a
direction you’ve never seen before.
Have you ever heard of drift racing? It’s incredibly popular in Japan and has made
inroads into American racing. Race car drivers have known about drifting since the early days of
the sport. When you drift, you go into a turn and turn the wheel hard in the opposite direction
from the way you want to go. Your tires lose their grip on the road, but done well, it makes for a
faster, tighter turn than you can do when you’re fully in control. You lose control to gain it; you
turn right to go left. It’s counter-intuitive, but it works. On race tracks with a lot of curves and
turns, drifting can win or lose the race…all based on something that seems totally unnatural.
It will surprise us, but the Fourth Word, the Fourth Commandment, works the same way.
It is a radically counterintuitive means that God established that our hearts might be set on Him.
Some of us think, “Is the fourth commandment that weird?” For some of us, we’ve always gone
to church. We assume that going to church is the modern equivalent of the Sabbath, and it
comes naturally to us. But move it to a Saturday night, change things around, and we get
nervous, even those of us who like Saturday night service. We find it difficult to accommodate
our schedules, to make things work out to take a break from life long enough to spend an hour in
worship.
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God had something far better in mind for the Israelites and for us when He established
the Sabbath than just an hour-long worship service or a day to take a nap. (Now I love naps, so
I’m not knocking that!) Tonight, we’re going to turn back the clock to understand the Hebrew
Sabbath as it was practiced from 1400 BC even to today in traditional Jewish circles. We’ll learn
God’s intentions for the Sabbath and how Jesus pointed to them even as He dismissed the
ceremonial laws surrounding it. And I think we’ll see what we’re missing out on if we do not
have a Sabbath of some sort today.
When God gave this command, He was asking for something completely unlike the other
nations around them. The idea of a day a week without labor dedicated to God was simply
unheard of. There are no parallels. God commands it of His people, and He explains why.
There was a rhythm and order to the creation of the universe; God made everything in six days
and rested from His creation on the seventh. He didn’t need to rest; He wasn’t tired. Yet the
seventh day, which doesn’t bring forth anything new, still brought completion and wholeness to
the entire process. Genesis 2:3 tells us that from the very creation of the world, God blessed the
seventh day and set it apart. He made it holy. He asks His people to take the same rest He did.
In Deuteronomy, the repetition of the law, we see a different reason given for observing
the Sabbath. Exodus tells us why the Sabbath is unique and why it should be celebrated.
Deuteronomy gives an explanation for why the Israelites should follow God’s command –
because He brought His people out of slavery in Egypt. As their Creator and as their Savior, He
had the right to ask them to honor Him in this way.
We also see something amazing in this commandment – that God’s rest is for all people.
It would have been easy to say that the Sabbath was only for the Jews or for the wealthy who
could afford to do it. But God commands that everyone observe it, from household servants to
foreigners who did not know God who lived within Israel’s borders. Even the animals weren’t to
work! This is a place I see God’s hand clearly on Scripture. In an era when nations subjugated
and conquered each other for slave labor, where life was cheap, God teaches that all people are
to observe His Sabbath – not only so that they might rest but so they might honor Him.
Outside the Ten Commandments, the laws concerning the Sabbath are more defined. The
Israelites were given a few examples of what would be considered work on the Sabbath. Setting
a fire in order to cook broke the Sabbath. Gathering wood for that fire broke the Sabbath. The
punishment for breaking the Sabbath was death – it couldn’t be any more serious.
By Jesus’ era, the rabbis had created an elaborate system to know what was and wasn’t
considered work on the Sabbath day. However, their new law was so riddled with minutia and
loopholes that it completely missed the point. For example, the rabbis said that one could walk
only a little over a modern mile on the Sabbath day without considering it to be work. However,
if you left a garment at someone else’s house, you could consider that place your residence too.
The rich left garments around town with relatives and could go wherever they pleased, whereas
the poor could barely go to the synagogue for worship and back.
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God never meant for His people to take the Sabbath as an obligation so burdensome that
they had to figure out what they could and couldn’t do on that day without breaking the law. He
created it for a very different purpose. As with all the commandments, He created it so that our
relationship with Him would grow. God set aside a day for us to know Him, a day when we
wouldn’t worry about anything else, where instead of having to get this done and that handled,
we would get together and worship Him, learn more about Him, and enjoy His rest.
It’s a day of trust building. To observe the Sabbath, you have to trust that God is going to
take care of the rest. In a society built on agriculture, there was a very real fear that not tending
your crops everyday would lead to ruin. On a farm, there’s always something more to be done,
something left to plant, something more to till, something else to harvest. It sounds a lot like us,
doesn’t it? The only difference was, if your work didn’t get done and you got too far behind,
you wouldn’t have food. Your choices would be starvation or, if you were fortunate, a life of
slavery to pay off the debts you accumulated. There was always the thought that working the
seventh day might make the difference between success and failure. With the Sabbath, God
says, “I’m the one in charge of success and failure. Leave it in my hands.”
But that kind of trust is hard to come by. The Old Testament is chock full of references
to God commanding His people to keep the Sabbath, which they habitually broke. In Leviticus
26, God predicts the exile of the people of Israel to Babylon and their eventual return, over 800
years before it actually happened. God gives a lot of reasons why the exile would happen, but
one in particular concerns the Sabbath. While the Israelites are gone, the land enjoys all the
Sabbath rests that it did not have when the Hebrews were living there. Exile for continually not
keeping the Sabbath as a people – that’s a pretty heavy punishment.
What then surprises and confuses us in the New Testament is Jesus’ attitude towards the
Sabbath. Of the Ten Commandments, the Sabbath command is the only one He doesn’t directly
repeat. He miraculously heals on the Sabbath day, shocking the rabbis. Yet those rabbis can
find no charge to make against Him. That’s because the Hebrew term for “labor” means the
ordinary course of work you have to do every day for your livelihood and not for the benefit of
your relationship with God. Jesus pointed out that the priests did their work every Sabbath, but
they were exempted when on duty – because it was genuinely in God’s service.
Jesus also pointed out that anyone could show mercy on the Sabbath, even if it was work
of a sort. Jesus’ example was pulling a man or a donkey out of a well if they fell in.
Compassion, grace, doing genuinely good deeds in the name of the LORD – these were not thing
prohibited by the Sabbath law. If anything, the Sabbath was meant to give us rest from the
everyday world so that there would always be time to enjoy the rest of God – even good works,
when done for God, can give us rest in Him.
The authors of the New Testament letters don’t mention the Sabbath much, and when
they do, they refer to it being fulfilled in Jesus. Paul told the Colossian church not to let anyone
judge them about how they observed the Sabbath because Jesus fulfilled the written law; the
Sabbath was a foreshadowing of Jesus’ coming and the spiritual rest we would find in Him. The
author of Hebrews says there is now a Sabbath-rest for us in Christ if we obey and follow Him.
However, both authors encouraged Christians to meet together regularly – several times a week!
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The church has never fully agreed on what this means for Christians. The early church
celebrated Sundays in commemoration of Jesus’ resurrection very early. Sunday was typically
set aside for the worship of God. Worship took up a large portion of the day – and there was
debate how the rest of the day was to be used. Many church fathers called for a spiritual Sabbath
– not one where everyone rested, but one where God was celebrated in all that was done. Others
instituted a Sunday rest day. By the Reformation, the Westminster Confession stated that not
even thoughts of “worldly amusements” should come into our heads on Sundays. Many parts of
the church followed Westminster’s teaching. Other parts of the church saw complete freedom
from the Sabbath and thought that anything moral was acceptable on the day of worship.
So what does all of this have to do with us? If the church has been confused about what
to do with the Sabbath since Jesus’ overturning of its strict adherence, is there anything at all to
learn or do with it? I believe there is, especially in our modern world. There are two key
principles embodied in the Sabbath that are still central to our relationship with God. They are
rest and trust. Let’s see where obedience to them would lead us.
First, then, is this: we need to rest in our Lord Jesus Christ and His promises to us. The
reason we don’t have to practice a literal, do-nothing-all-day rest is that Jesus fulfills the promise
of eternal rest for His people. Because of Jesus, we know that God’s rest is coming in eternity
for all the faithful. In fact, through Him we experience a part of that rest even now. It’s not a
rest from everything, but it is a rest from worry and fear.
Paul described the rest we have in God this way: “Who shall separate us from the love of
Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?
No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am sure
that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor
powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from
the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Despite all dangers, despite all threats, despite all
worries, despite anything that can befall us, we always have Christ. In Him, we rest secure.
We don’t have to sit in silence all day Sunday as the Puritans thought; we are not bound
like the early Jews were not to light a fire or collect wood on their Sabbath. But we do need to
give serious thought as to how we live our lives in order to truly rest in Jesus. For most people
who claim to be Christians today, their Sabbath is to spend an hour in church a week and then to
spend the other hundred and sixty-seven hours on what they want to do. But I don’t believe we
can rest in Jesus that way.
Religious educator Parker Palmer talks in his works about “functional atheism - the belief
that ultimate responsibility for everything rests with us.” Many people say they believe in God;
they sing it in songs; they say it once a week. But then the rest of the week is consumed with a
frenzy of getting stuff done, often hurrying from one activity to another. Functional atheism is
why, if you count all the people who say they are Christians in the United States and look at the
statistics, you’ll find that they are no different from the world. They divorce at the same rates;
they believe the same unbiblical things the world does. Christianity makes no difference to the
way they live. At the end of the day, if we are unwilling to rest in Jesus, we will not become like
Him. We might even be fooling ourselves to believe we are following Him at all.
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