Making Sense of the Sabbath #4

“The Practice of the Sabbath”

selected Scriptures

“And now for something completely different…”

Fans of the British comedy show “Monty Python’s Flying Circus” will immediately recognize that line, as it was often used to introduce an offbeat skit, most of which should not be described in detail in a place like this.

I would like to transform this saying from a punch line on a comedy show to a motto for the practice of the Sabbath. So often we are told that in order to observe the Sabbath we are to “do nothing.” I don’t believe that was God's intention at all. I believe the correct observance of the Sabbath is to “do something different.” 

This morning we conclude our series on making sense of the Sabbath by focusing on the practice of the Sabbath. So far we have considered the purpose of the Sabbath, the penalty of the Sabbath, and the perversion of the Sabbath. We have seen a lot of what the Sabbath is not; I want to focus this morning on what the Sabbath is.
Embrace the Belief in the Sabbath

First, we need to embrace the belief in the Sabbath. Our bodies crave rest; our souls cry out for it. But like preschoolers who fight naptime and bedtime, it’s the one thing we battle the most to fit into our overwhelmed days and schedules.

Without question the Bible teaches the Sabbath. Its roots are found in Genesis 2:2-3, “By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done.”
Then God made the Sabbath part of Israel’s law as the fourth commandment in Exodus 20:8-11,

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.
Some argue, “Isn’t this law a piece of Old Testament legislation from which we as New Testament believers are exempt?” I believe such an approach is overly simplistic. 

We must begin by understanding something basic about the Mosaic Law. While all of the Law was given by God to Moses, and thus is God’s Law, it is important to see the distinctions between the civil, ceremonial, and moral law of God.
 

The civil law was the “law of the land” within the borders of Israel; it was how people within that jurisdiction were to live. The ceremonial law dealt with the worship of God at the tabernacle along with the sacrifices and other priestly duties. The moral law is based on God’s own character and is universal, applying to all people of all ages, races, and classes.

So where does the Sabbath fall? This command is mixed; it is “all of the above”: moral in that it requires a due portion of time set aside for rest, worship, and service of God; ceremonial in that it fixed that day as the seventh day; and civil in that breaking the Sabbath was a capital crime. There are a number of different kinds of Sabbaths in the Old Testament, and to a degree this commandment is temporary and not permanent in its hold over mankind. Yet, as we have already seen, the Sabbath was not established in the time of Moses but at the time of creation. It is the recognition that work is a gift of God and not a tyrannical demon that rules us. It also recognizes that all time belongs to God; therefore he is Lord over both His creation and time.

Dr. Nelson Bell wrote in Christianity Today, “The Ten Commandments have never been abrogated. It is still wrong to kill, to steal, to commit adultery…. To deny the validity of one day in seven as a day of rest and spiritual refreshment is to miss one of God’s greatest gifts to mankind.” To rule out completely one of the Ten Commandments from the practice of the New Testament, while the other nine are repeated in it, is to fragment the Decalogue.
 I would say that for Christians the Sabbath rules are dead but the Sabbath principles remain.
 This was the case for Jesus. It was His custom to attend the synagogue on the Sabbath day, but He was entirely free from the traditional rules and regulations that had encrusted the law of Sabbath observance.

I believe that for the sake of our health, our sanity, our families, our relationships, our spirituality, and our society, we all need to have a Sabbath. At the most basic level, a day off every week is good for us physically and mentally. It gives us the opportunity to relax the pace at which our body’s machinery is working. We can rest eyes strained by computer screens, ease backs stressed by office chairs, or give a break to metabolisms kept going on caffeine. A day off may help to reenergize us, to the point that we work at a higher level of efficiency on subsequent days.
 Because we are frail, spiritually, mentally and physically, the good Lord created a special day for our benefit. This is why He has told us to guard it well. The Sabbath was made for us because we need it.
 The Sabbath was not made to be a burden for people. The Sabbath was meant to give rest. But with their additional requirements, the Pharisees had changed the Sabbath from a time for rest, and a promise to look forward to, into just another kind of work.

Embrace the belief in the Sabbath. God created us not as machines but as people, and as people we need regular periods of rest and relaxation. Grounded in creation, established in the Law, Jesus both preached and practiced the principle of the Sabbath. Should we do any less?

Employ the Break of the Sabbath

We need to employ the break of the Sabbath. We can argue the theology of whether the Sabbath is required for the Christian, or whether the Sabbath should be observed on Saturday or Sunday, but all of it is moot if we do not act on it. The Sabbath is something we are to do.
Paul writes in Romans 14:5-8,

One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. He who regards one day as special, does so to the Lord. He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God. For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.

In verse five Paul identifies those who consider the Sabbath as a particular day on one side and those who consider each day alike on the other. In this instance we could identify those who believe the Sabbath must be observed on Saturday (or Sunday) and those who believe the Sabbath can be observed any day of the week.  Paul does not takes sides; he says, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.” Sabbath is a state of mind, not a day of the week.

But it is also a choice. We must consciously slow down the pace of our lives one day a week.
 Sabbath must become a way of living. Sabbath is the spiritual choice to have time serve us, rather than us serve time.
 One author writes,
Sabbath is a gift you give yourself. Remember that even God rested: you can, too… I know this is difficult to do if you work long hours and you have only two days in the week for marketing and laundry and errands and housework. But devoting a day to your faith and yourself and your family is a magical expenditure that, like tithing your time, will return to you in inexplicable ways.

I can attest to this myself. Two weeks ago I had a particularly busy week, and by the time Thursday was over, I still had my Sunday evening sermon to write…and nearly 300 pages of notes to wade through. The temptation was to work on it on Friday, which is my day off, my Sabbath. I made a conscious decision not to work on the sermon on Friday; in fact, I had to tell myself, “Not today,” more than once! On Saturday, the message came together in much less time than I would have expected! I don’t think it was a coincidence.

The “proper” day or way to keep Sabbath is not the point: The point is the perspective of our hearts. There are many people whose jobs require them, in fact, to work on Saturday and Sunday or both. These people need, and should take, a real Sabbath day on some other day of the week if necessary. The word “Sabbath” basically means “cessation” or “rest,” not “Saturday” or “Sunday.” The point is that every “seventh” day is to be taken as a Sabbath day.
 It can be as simple as the words of a poet:

Worship and remember to keep the Sabbath day. 

Take a rest and think of God; put your work away!

To employ the break of the Sabbath regularly, we must make it a habit. Much is made of the habits of highly successful people. If we are to make Sabbath a truly important component of life, we have to do it regularly. We’ll have to use our Sabbath pattern consistently enough so that when those occasions come during which we have to depart from it, we’ll sense we’re really missing something.

Physically and mentally we need a regular change of pace, for a rundown person is an unproductive person. However, rest need not be equated with inactivity. The burdensome labor of earlier generations made the need for sheer physical rest one day a week more acute than today. Now, with many occupations not as physically demanding, relaxation might be better achieved by being active, even working up a healthy sweat. Someone who works behind a desk all week may find relaxation in working in their yard, their garden, or chasing a little white ball all over creation. Someone who works hard all week may spend a day watching sports or reading a paper or sleeping. So where do we draw the line? Whatever we do should not return us to work Monday more tired than we came home Friday.

The Sabbath is a day to follow a different script—an opportunity, after six days of work, to “disconnect” from all of that and savor the givenness of life, its mystery and joy. The Hebrew word for God’s resting used in the Fourth Commandment means “to catch one’s breath.” Our inner nod of recognition shows how much we need just such a day. There is a lot at stake here.

Enjoy the Benefits of the Sabbath

Finally, we can enjoy the benefits of the Sabbath. Notice I used the word “enjoy”, not “endure.” We have to get past the satanic idea that anytime we enjoy ourselves we need to go to confession. Yes, you heard me right—satanic. That was the serpent’s lie in the Garden.

Paul writes in Colossians 2:16, “Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day.” Which day of the week you take as a day off, what you do (or don’t do) on your day off—these are the business of no one else. As Paul elsewhere writes in Romans 14:22, “So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God.” The whole point of Romans 14-15 is not to judge others or allow other’s judgment of you to throw you off course.
We can feel guilty when we take time to rest physically, mentally, or emotionally, because so many things are screaming for our attention. But God knows when we need to give our bodies, minds, and hearts a break. In Psalm 127:2 we read, “In vain you rise early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat—for he grants sleep to those he loves.” 

We need to stop feeling guilty about rest and start leaning into the importance of filling our soul with the refreshment God has for us. When we rest, we are able to give back so much more to our people who need us. We can’t pour from an empty vessel, yet that’s what so many of us are trying to do. We pour and pour until we are completely dry, and then we can’t figure out why we have nothing left to give. 

It’s time to rest and fill back up. Put the guilt aside—and for the love of God, take a nap if you need one! Rest in the Lord. Find stillness, and stop running on empty.

Before we leave this subject, I want to consider an important—yet often ignored—New Testament text on the Sabbath, found in Hebrews 3:7-4:11,

So, as the Holy Spirit says: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion, during the time of testing in the desert, where your fathers tested and tried me and for forty years saw what I did. That is why I was angry with that generation, and I said, ‘Their hearts are always going astray, and they have not known my ways.’ So I declared on oath in my anger, ‘They shall never enter my rest.’”  

See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness. We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first. As has just been said: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion.”  

Who were they who heard and rebelled? Were they not all those Moses led out of Egypt? And with whom was he angry for forty years? Was it not with those who sinned, whose bodies fell in the desert? And to whom did God swear that they would never enter his rest if not to those who disobeyed? So we see that they were not able to enter, because of their unbelief. 

Therefore, since the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to have fallen short of it. For we also have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did; but the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not combine it with faith. Now we who have believed enter that rest, just as God has said, “So I declared on oath in my anger, ‘They shall never enter my rest.’” And yet his work has been finished since the creation of the world. For somewhere he has spoken about the seventh day in these words: “And on the seventh day God rested from all his work.” And again in the passage above he says, “They shall never enter my rest.” 

It still remains that some will enter that rest, and those who formerly had the gospel preached to them did not go in, because of their disobedience. Therefore God again set a certain day, calling it Today, when a long time later he spoke through David, as was said before: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts.”  

For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken later about another day. There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God; for anyone who enters God’s rest also rests from his own work, just as God did from his. Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall by following their example of disobedience. 

The book of Hebrews is unlike any other book in the New Testament, and challenging to interpret. The author draws from Psalm 95:7-11, emphasizing the last phrase, “They shall never enter my rest.” Later he connects this “rest” with the seventh day of creation, even referring to “a Sabbath-rest for the people of God.” 

Without doing a deep dive into these verses, suffice it to say that some people did not experience this Sabbath-rest while the author encourages his readers to experience this Sabbath-rest. What makes the difference? Simply put, Hebrews 3:19 declares, “So we see that they were not able to enter, because of their unbelief.” Then, Hebrews 4:6 concludes that they did not enter God’s rest “because of their disobedience.” We are challenged to proper belief and behavior, or to put in another way, to trust and obey.
So how does this apply to our understanding of the Sabbath? While taking one day of rest each week has significant physical, mental, and emotional benefits, observing the Sabbath also says something about our spiritual state as well. 

Sabbath is not a day; it’s a disposition, a mind-set of resting in God for everything we have to do, believing that God is at the heart of all our activity and that all the demands upon us are in fact demands upon him. 
Sabbath is a profound conviction that God is working while we rest, a serene belief that there is a strong, experienced hand at the helm, a tacit understanding that God is working out everything for good. 
Sabbath is rest from our labor. It is an unencumbered, unhurried, relaxed lifestyle that grows out of a profound awareness that “it is God who works in [us] to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Philippians 2:13).

Throughout the Bible we see many commands: be still, wait on the Lord, be anxious for nothing, fear not. The Lord wants us to find peace and rest in Him—a safe space to recharge when the world takes the best of what we have to offer. Psalm 131:1–2 says, “O Lord, my heart is not lifted up; my eyes are not raised too high; I do not occupy myself with things too great and too marvelous for me. But I have calmed and quieted my soul, like a weaned child with its mother; like a weaned child is my soul within me” (esv). We are called to a quiet obedience. When we submit ourselves to this practice of rest, we are allowing our hearts and minds the space and freedom to glean the truth and wisdom the Father has for us.

Once a week we need to tell ourselves, “And now for something completely different…”

�Kara-Kae James and Ali Pedersen, Rest: Finding Stillness in the Midst of Rush (Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, ©2019).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1983).


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Leslie B. Flynn, Now a Word from Our Creator (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1976).


�Flynn, op. cit., emphasis mine.


�John R. W. Stott, Through the Bible Through the Year (Grand Rapids, MI: BakerBooks, ©2006).


�J. John, Ten: Laws of Love Set in Stone (Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, ©2011).


�Daniel R. Seagren, Love Carved in Stone, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, ©1983).


�James and Pedersen, op. cit.


�Donna Schaper, Sabbath Sense: A Spiritual Antidote for the Overworked (Philadelphia, PA: Innisfree Press, ©1997).


�Gerald Sloyan, quoted in Hickman, op. cit.


�Schaper, op. cit.


�Victoria Moran, quoted in Hickman, op. cit.


�Henry M. Morris and Martin E. Clark, The Bible Has The Answer (Green Forest, AR: Master Books, ©1976, 1987).


�Natalie Sleeth, quoted in Hickman, op. cit.


�Hickman, op. cit.


�Flynn, op. cit.


�Hickman, op. cit.


�James and Pedersen, op. cit.


�David Roper, A Man to Match the Mountain (Grand Rapids, MI: Discovery House Publishers, ©1996).


�James and Pedersen, op. cit.





PAGE  
6

