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How Are We to Keep the Sabbath Today?
A Study of Exodus 20:8-11
Characteristic:  Stewardship
Big Idea:  God has a rhythm for remembrance and rest.
Introduction:

A.
Very recently, America’s largest chain of  Christian bookstores decided to open for business on Sundays.  Family Christian Stores are now open from noon to 5 p.m. on Sundays.  This has created a bit of a stir in the Christian community.  For example, it prompted a recent editorial in  Christianity Today magazine titled, “Take Back Your Sabbath” (posted 11-04-03 at www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2003/011/31.42.html).  Let me read you a short excerpt from the article.  It  says,
Our churches and families need to return to a Sabbath consciousness that can provide a platform for countercultural witness.   Without being legalistic about it, Christians have a duty to protest the oppressive tyranny of time and productivity and an economic order that tries to squeeze inordinate productivity out of people’s energies.

 Such a witness will take varied shapes, but along with church worship it should be characterized by a cessation from paid employment, a respite from commercial activity,  an investment in relationships, a receptivity to divine wisdom, a celebration of creation, and intentional acts of kindness.

Let me list the directives given in the excerpt concerning the Sabbath.  It says,
1.
We should  “return to a Sabbath consciousness.”

2.
We should  “protest the oppressive tyranny of time and productivity and an economic order . . .”

3.
And this Sabbath consciousness “should be characterized by . . .”

a.
 “church worship”

b.
 “a cessation from paid employment”

c.
 “a respite from commercial activity”

d.
 “an investment in relationships”

e.
 “a receptivity to divine wisdom”

f.
 “a celebration of creation”

g.
 and “intentional acts of kindness”

h.
All this, of course,  “without being legalistic about it.”  Wouldn’t want to impose a long list of do’s and don’t’s or anything (.
This raises all sorts of questions.  Does this mean that Christians should not work on Sundays?  Does this mean that Christians should not go shopping on Sundays?  How about participating in sports?  And what about the “intentional acts of kindness,” can they include doing work for your neighbor on this day of rest?  And most importantly, is any of this truly biblical?  How are we to keep the Sabbath today, according to the Bible?
B.
I really like the movie,  Chariots of Fire.  It’s based on a true story.  At the 1924 Olympics in Paris, sprinter Eric Liddell, also known as “The Flying Scotsman,” refused to run in his strongest event, the 100 meters, because the heats were held on the Sabbath.  Some men representing England tried to pressure him into running, but he refused to break the Sabbath.  Here’s a clip from the movie, depicting Liddell taking his stand.
( Video clip goes here.)

I admire Eric Liddell as a Christian man of conviction who remained true to his conscience at great cost to himself.  But was his rationale biblically informed?  Should we follow the example of this courageous man in not breaking the Sabbath?  How are we to keep the Sabbath today?
I.
All this is very relevant for us this morning because our study of the Bible book of Exodus brings us to the fourth of the Ten Commandments.  It has to do with keeping the Sabbath.  It’s presented in Exodus 20:8-11.  That’s our text.  Listen to  Verses 8, 9, and 10:
NAU Exodus 20:8 “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. 9 “Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you.”
What exactly does this mean?

A.
The term,  “sabbath” is an English transliteration of the Hebrew term, Shabbat.  The verbal root of this word means to desist, to cease, to come to an end, or to put a stop to something (TWOT).  So, literally, the Sabbath or Shabbat is a day of stopping.
B.
If Sabbath is a day of stopping, what is to be stopped?  Work.  Work is to be stopped on the Sabbath.  In  Verse 10, God says of the Sabbath,
NAU Exodus 20:10 “. . . in it you shall not do any work . . .”
It’s very clear.  Work is to stop.  But what kind of work?
1.
Elsewhere in the Bible, a number of types of work are cited as examples of work prohibited.  “No fire was to be kindled, no food prepared, no journey undertaken, no buying or selling permitted, and no burden to be borne.  Even the land was to have its Sabbaths (Ex. 31:12-17; 35:3; 16:22-26; Neh. 10:31; 13:15-21; Lev. 25:4; 2 Chron. 36:21)” (Chafer, Systematic Theology, Vol. 4, 105).

2.
Over the years, oral traditions relating to Judaism in general and Shabbat in particular were passed from one generation to another.  These oral traditions were finally written down around 200 AD (Falcon & Blatner, Judaism for Dummies, 159).  This written record of the oral traditions of Judaism is called the Mishnah.  In the Mishnah, there are 39 categories of work forbidden during Shabbat (Mishnah Shabbat, 7:2).  The following categories of things are prohibited:  sowing, plowing, reaping, binding sheaves, threshing, winnowing, selecting, grinding, sifting, kneading, baking, shearing wool, washing wool, beating wool, dyeing wool, spinning, weaving, making two loops, weaving two threads, separating two threads, tying, untying, sewing two stitches, tearing, trapping, slaughtering, flaying, salting meat, curing hide, scraping hide, cutting up hide, writing two letters, erasing two letters, building, tearing down a building, extinguishing a fire, kindling a fire, hitting with a hammer, and transporting an object in the public domain.
C.
Who is supposed to avoid doing these things?  Who is to stop working?  Everyone in the Jewish household, including every member of the family, every animal, every employee, and every guest.  No exceptions.  In Verse 10, God makes this sweeping statement:
NAU Exodus 20:10 “. . . you shall not do any work,  you or your son or your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you.”
God says, on the Sabbath, everybody in the Jewish community is to stop.

D.
Everybody is to stop because keeping the Sabbath is serious business.
1.
It’s serious because God devotes more ink to this fourth commandment than to any other of the Ten Commandments.

2.
Also, God spells out the dire consequences of disobeying this fourth command.  In  Exodus 31:14-15, God says,

NAU Exodus 31:15 “For six days work may be done, but on the seventh day there is a sabbath of complete rest, holy to the LORD; whoever does any work on the sabbath day shall surely be put to death.”
3.
God takes this seriously, and so do the Israelites.  After the Ten Commandments are given, Numbers 15 records the story of a Jewish man who broke the Sabbath.  Beginning in  Verse 32, it says,
NAU Numbers 15:32 Now while the sons of Israel were in the wilderness, they found a man gathering wood on the sabbath day. . . .  36 So all the congregation brought him outside the camp and stoned him to death . . .
4.
To this day, orthodox Jews take the Sabbath very seriously.  One modern Jewish source  says, “Shabbat is the most important ritual observance in Judaism.  It is the only ritual observance instituted in the Ten Commandments.  It is also the most important special day, even more important than Yom Kippur” (www.us-israel.org/jsource/Judaism/shabbat.html, The American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise).

E.
So,  there is strong motivation to get this fourth command exactly right.  Which raises another question.  When exactly is this work stoppage supposed to occur?  What day is the Sabbath?  It is to occur on the seventh day of the week, every week.

1.
God says in  Verse 10,

NAU Exodus 20:10 “. . . the seventh day is a sabbath . . .”
2.
Every seventh day is to be set aside as special.

a.
That’s what God means when He says in Verse 8,

NAU Exodus 20:8 “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it  holy.

To be holy means to be separate.

b.
God wants it to be separate and special because it is in some way His day.  He says in Verse 10,

NAU Exodus 20:10 “. . . the seventh day is a sabbath  of the LORD your God . . .
Eric Liddell captured the idea when he said, “the Sabbath is His, and I, for one, intend to keep it that way.”

3.
Well, what day of the week is the seventh day?  The calendar used by the Jews during the time of Moses was also based upon a seven-day week, just like ours (Unger, “The Significance of Sabbath,” BibSac, Jan. 1966, 55).  To the Israelites who first received the Ten Commandments, the seventh day clearly corresponds to Saturday, not Sunday.  Saturday is the seventh day of the week; Sunday is the first day of the week.  So, throughout the history of the Jewish Sabbath, it has been on Saturday.  More specifically, Jews observe it from sunset on Friday until darkness falls on Saturday (Falcon & Blatner, 207).

II.
This raises an interesting question, “How come so many Christians seem to equate the Sabbath with Sunday?”  Good question.  The answer will require a little bit of background—background that will show why there are divergent  views among Christians about how we are to keep the Sabbath today.  Hang with me on this; I think you’ll find that this clears up some things.
Christians can generally be divided into  two basic camps with respect to the Sabbath.  There are those who believe that we Christians are in some way  obligated to keep the Sabbath.  These are sometimes called  sabbatarians.  And there are those who believe we Christians are  not obligated to keep the Sabbath.  These are sometimes called  abrogationists because they believe the Mosaic Law has been abrogated or done away in its entirety.
A.
 Sabbatarians, the ones who still want to keep the Sabbath, generally divide the Mosaic Law into moral, ceremonial, and judicial laws.  The moral laws govern issues of morality.  The ceremonial laws govern Israel’s religious life.  And the judicial laws govern Israel’s civic life.  It is common to say that the ceremonial and judicial commands of the Law have been done away by Christ, but the moral laws remain.
Because the Bible does not make distinctions between moral, ceremonial, judicial laws, sabbatarians are left to pick and choose for themselves which of the 613 statutes in the Mosaic Law are to be kept and which are not.  As you might imagine, there is some disagreement on this.
1.
 Some believe that the Ten Commandments constitute the moral law that we ought to keep today.  The logical extent of this belief is that we ought to observe the Sabbath on  Saturday because that is exactly what the fourth commandment says.  Those who hold this view can be called  seventh-day sabbatarians.  They include Seventh-Day Adventists and Seventh-Day Baptists.
2.
 Other sabbatarians believe that the Ten Commandments contain the moral law, but within the Ten Commandments, they weed out what they consider to be another ceremonial aspect of the moral law.  For example, when it comes to the fourth commandment, it is believed that the specification of the seventh day is a ceremonial aspect of the law that has been done away, but the principle of setting aside one day in seven as the Sabbath is still binding on us.  It is believed, therefore, that we are free to choose which day to observe the Sabbath, and  Sunday is a natural choice for many because it is the day on which Jesus Christ was raised, and it is the day on which the early church met for corporate worship.  That’s why some Christians seem to equate the Sabbath and Sunday.  This is a view held by many from the Puritan, Presbyterian, and Reformed traditions (Bright, Christian Research Journal, Vol. 26, No. 2, p. 27).
I’m guessing that Eric Liddell, “The Flying Scotsman” in our opening movie clip was a sabbatarian, but not a seventh-day sabbatarian.  He viewed Sunday as his Sabbath, as do many people.

B.
With all due respect to the many godly sabbatarian Christians, some of whom may be in this room, I believe the Bible more strongly supports an  abrogationist viewpoint—the view that the Mosaic Law—all of it, including the Ten Commandments has been done away.  Three weeks ago, on October 26, I made the case for this view in a message titled, “How Do Old Testament Laws Apply to Us?”  I won’t go into all the details of that argument today, but you are welcome to get a tape of that message or download a transcript of it off our website.  The basic idea is conveyed in  Ephesians 2:15.  It says of Jesus,
NLT Ephesians 2:15 By his death he ended the whole system of Jewish law . . .

So,  we are not under obligation to keep the Sabbath today.  The primary reason is that  the Mosaic Law has been done away, including the Ten Commandments.  In addition, I want to present a few more arguments relating specifically to the abrogation of the Sabbath.
1.
For example, in the New Testament, there are commands that parallel the Ten Commandments.  In fact, nine of the Ten Commandments are restated and, in some cases, expanded in the New Testament.  So, for example, we are not to commit adultery, but not because one of the Ten Commandments says not to.  It’s because the New Testament says not to.

This is significant because keeping the Sabbath is the only one of the Ten Commandments  not restated in the New Testament.  Nowhere in all the New Testament does it say that we are to keep the Sabbath.  And nowhere does it prohibit the breaking of the Sabbath.
2.
Moreover, there are some places where  you would expect Sabbath-keeping to come up if it were really a requirement for Christians today.  For example, in the early, first-century church there arose a dispute about just how Jewish the church ought to be.  This was an understandable dispute because the first Christians were Jews.  Later, Gentiles began to come into the fold, and these Gentile converts did not do the things that had been historically very important to the Jews—things like keeping the Sabbath.
The question among the Christian Jews was, “Should we make these Gentiles adopt Jewish laws as a condition for accepting them into the church?”  As recorded in Acts 15, a council of apostles and elders was convened and their conclusion was, “No.  Converts to Christianity did not have to adopt Jewish laws.”  In Verse 20 they list some things the Gentile believers should do to avoid offending their Jewish brethren, but surprisingly, there is no mention of keeping the most important ritual observance in Judaism.  There is absolutely no mention of the need to keep the Sabbath for Christians.  If ever there was a time to affirm Sabbath-keeping for the church, this was it.  The silence is significant.
3.
I also want to show you that  Jesus Himself seems to set aside the Sabbath.  You may know that, in some cases, Jesus raises the bar even higher than the Ten Commandments did.  For example, in referring to the seventh of the Ten Commandments, Jesus says in  Matthew 5:27-28,
NAU Matthew 5:27 “You have heard that it was said, 'YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY'; 28 but I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”
Jesus is saying, “When it comes to adultery, one of the Ten Commandments says, ‘Don’t do it.’  But I say, even if you fantasize about it, you’re guilty.”  He’s raising the bar.
Of significance is the fact that Jesus never raises the bar for Sabbath observance.  On the contrary, He seems to set aside the bar by repeatedly breaking the Sabbath.  In fact, the fourth commandment is the only one that Jesus and His disciples feel the freedom to break.  Jesus was clearly not a rigorous sabbatarian.  One example is provided in  Mark 2:23.  It says,
NAU Mark 2:23 And it happened that He was passing through the grainfields on the Sabbath, and His disciples began to make their way along while picking the heads of grain.

This was considered Sabbath-breaking, and it was upsetting to many Jews of that day.  On six different occasions, Jesus was viewed as breaking the Sabbath (ZPEOB, “Sabbath,” p. 186).
4.
Also, the Apostle Paul is  very clear that the Mosaic Law, including the Ten Commandments, has been done away by Christ.  Christians are now to live under the law of Christ, ushered in by the cross; we are not to live under the law of Moses, ushered in at Mount Sinai.  We stand at the cross, not the mountain.  In the Apostle Paul’s letter to the Galatians, he chastises some Christians for wanting to bring back and impose the Mosaic Law, including the Sabbath.  He says in  Galatians 4:9-10,
NAU Galatians 4:9 But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how is it that you turn back again to the weak and worthless elemental things, to which you desire to be enslaved all over again? 10 You observe days and months and seasons and years.
Among other things, Paul is chastising them for insisting on the Mosaic observance of  “days.”  These “days” probably include the Sabbath.  So, Paul seems to be chastising them for insisting on observing the Sabbath.  
5.
In case that isn’t clear enough, the Apostle Paul is even more direct in  Colossians 2:16-17.  He says,
NLT Colossians 2:16 So don't let anyone condemn you for what you eat or drink, or for not celebrating certain holy days or new-moon ceremonies or Sabbaths. 17 For these rules were only shadows of the real thing, Christ himself.
This is quite clear.  Paul says, “don’t let anyone condemn you . . . for not celebrating . . .  Sabbaths.”  Christians are not obligated to keep the Sabbath.  So, in answer to the question, “How are we to keep the Sabbath today?” the short answer is, “We’re not.”

III.
This raises the question, “Of what value, then, is the fourth commandment to us?”  Are we to simply ignore it?  The Bible says all Scripture was inspired by God and written for our instruction.   Well, how does the command to keep the Sabbath instruct us if we’re not obligated to keep it?  Good questions.

A.
In situations like this, it’s always good to ask the question, “Is there a timeless principle here that applies to us today?”  As you might imagine, there is.  In fact, the principle constitutes  the big idea of this message.  Here’s the big idea:   God has a rhythm for remembrance and rest.  I believe God has built into us weekly need to remember Him and to rest our bodies in a special way.  And we would do well to respect that rhythm.  In fact, if we ignore that rhythm, it can drain us physically and spiritually.
You may be thinking, “Bob, how in the world did you get that?”  Well, let’s consider the possible reasons or purposes behind the fourth commandment.  I want to show you that there are at least two reasons the fourth commandment was given.  They have to do with remembrance and rest.
1.
Let’s look at  Exodus 20:11.  There God provides an explanation for the fourth commandment.  He says,
NAU Exodus 20:11 “For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the 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.”
God is referring back to His creation of the universe.  God created it in six days.  On the seventh day, the Bible says, He rested.  He didn’t rest because He was tired.  God doesn’t get tired.  He rested in the sense of stopping His creative activity.  And as He rested, He looked on all that He created.  He remembered it.  He didn’t remember it in the sense that He had somehow forgotten it.  He remembered it in the sense that He stopped and made it the focus of His reflection.   Genesis 1:31 says,
NAU Genesis 1:31 God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good. . . .
So, I think God gave the fourth commandment, in part, because He wants His people to stop working and to remember how good God is, to remember how He created all things, to remember that He calls the shots in all the universe.  And there is a weekly rhythm to this remembrance.  God has a rhythm of remembrance and rest.
2.
This rhythm is reflected in the restatement of the fourth commandment in  Deuteronomy 5:12-15.  Verses 12-14 reiterate the command as it appears in our text in Exodus.  Then, in  Verse 15, an additional explanation is provided.  It says,
NAU Deuteronomy 5:15 “You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out of there by a mighty hand and by an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God commanded you to observe the sabbath day.”
God is saying here, “I gave you the fourth commandment because I want you to remember how I saved you from bondage in Egypt.”  God wants His people to stop and remember how good He is, and God has a rhythm for remembrance and rest.
3.
 The rhythm is also reflected in God’s giving of manna in the desert.  The people were to gather manna for six days.  But on the seventh day, they were to rest (Ex. 16:23-30).  God has a rhythm for remembrance and rest.
4.
In yet another restatement of the fourth commandment, God explains that physical rest and refreshment is an important purpose behind the fourth commandment.  He says in  Exodus 23:12,

NAU Exodus 23:12 “Six days you are to do your work, but on the seventh day you shall cease from labor so that your ox and your donkey may rest, and the son of your female slave, as well as your stranger, may refresh themselves.”
God has a rhythm for remembrance and rest.

5.
 Even in the New Testament, which tells us that the Sabbath has been done away, God’s rhythm is still evident.  Nowhere in the New Testament are we commanded to keep the Sabbath, but everywhere a rhythm is evident.  And it’s a new rhythm.  It’s new in the sense that it involves the first day of the week, not the seventh.  Sunday, not Saturday.  It’s also new in the sense that it is modeled, not mandated.  The late theologian, Lewis Sperry Chafer, observes this new rhythm (Systematic Theology, Vol 4, pp. 117-118).  He says,
a.
“On the first day of the week Christ arose from the dead.”

b.
“On the first day of the week Christ met His disciples in the new power and fellowship of His resurrection-life.”
c.
“On the first day of the week Christ symbolized the new resurrection-fellowship by breaking bread with His disciples.”

d.
“On the first day of the week He gave them instructions in their new resurrection-ministry and life for Him.”

e.
“On the first day of the week He commanded the disciples to preach the new message to all the world.”

f.
“On the first day of the week He breathed on His disciples and imparted the Holy Spirit to them.”

g.
“On the first day of the week the Spirit descended to take up His . . . ministries in the world.”

h.
“On the first day of the week the Apostle Paul preached to the assembled believers at Troas.”

The early church recognized this new rhythm and this new day.  We have evidence that it became known as the “Lord’s day.”  The Apostle John introduces the book of Revelation by saying, in  Chapter 1, Verse 10,
NAU Revelation 1:10 I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day . . .
The early church came to meet together regularly on the Lord’s day.  Not because it was mandated.  Not because it was part of the Mosaic Law.  Not because Sunday had become some new Sabbath.  But because they saw that God has a rhythm for remembrance and rest.
Why the change in pattern from the seventh day in the Old Testament to the first day in the New Testament?  For one thing, it presents a beautiful picture of grace.  It’s a picture that hadn’t occurred to me before last week.

You see, the  old system of the law of Moses required a person to work six days that he might receive the blessing of God on the seventh day.  The  new system of the law of Christ begins on the first day with the unmerited, gracious blessing of God, and then we live the next six days in the power and blessing we received on the first (Chafer, p. 119).  This calls for an about-face in attitude.  Instead of trying to earn God’s blessing and acceptance by living right, we live right because we already have God’s blessing and acceptance in Christ.
So, on this day we gather to remember what Christ has done.  To remember that He came to be among us so that He might die on a cross and rise again to pay for our sin.  To remember that He offers this payment of our spiritual debt freely to all who simply believe Him for it.

B.
 How do we apply this to our lives?  If you have never believed in Jesus, believe in Him now.  If you have believed for the first time this morning, or you would like to know more about what that means, the prayer room is available for you after the service.  People will be there to help you.

If you have already placed your faith in Christ, the acknowledgement of God’s rhythm for remembrance and rest is largely a matter of  stewardship.   Stewardship is an important part of becoming complete in Christ.  It’s what we do with what God has given us.  God has given us time; we are accountable for how we use it.  He has given us bodies; we are accountable for how we use them.  As a matter of stewardship, we should respect God’s rhythm for remembrance and rest.  How we do that?
1.
One way is to gather regularly with other believers to remember what God has done, by worshipping together and studying His Word to us in the Bible.  Just in case you think that freedom from the Sabbath means that you don’t have to go to church, consider  Hebrews 10:24-25.  It says,

NLT Hebrews 10:24 Think of ways to encourage one another to outbursts of love and good deeds. 25 And let us not neglect our meeting together, as some people do, but encourage and warn each other, especially now that the day of his coming back again is drawing near.

2.
 Another way to respect God’s rhythm for remembrance and rest is to simply get some rest.  Let me ask you a question.  Are you chronically exhausted, wrung out, bone tired?  Has your mental saw become so dull that it’s difficult to cut through the challenges that used to be easier?  Maybe you’re not getting enough rest.  Do you devote a chunk of time each week for rest, refreshment,  and revitalization?  Does your schedule respect God’s rhythm for rest that He built into you?
If anybody could get away with ignoring God’s rhythm for rest, it would have been Jesus, but even He didn’t do that.  In the midst of hectic ministry with His disciples, He says in  Mark 6:31,
NAU Mark 6:31 . . . “Come away by yourselves to a secluded place and rest a while.” . . .

3.
You may be thinking, “I just don’t have the time.  My schedule is so hammered.  I almost didn’t make it here this morning.”  Let me ask you another couple of questions.  Could it be that you are enslaved to your lifestyle?  The Apostle speaks right to you in  1 Corinthians 6:12, saying,
NLT 1 Corinthians 6:12 You may say, “I am allowed to do anything.” But I reply, “Not everything is good for you.” And even though “I am allowed to do anything,” I must not become a slave to anything.
Maybe it’s time to break your bondage and get in sync with God’s rhythm for remembrance and rest.

4.
Working slavishly and endlessly often gives us the feeling of prideful control.  One commentator says it well:  “As you conquer and create all week long, it is all too easy to get an inflated and self-centered idea of your own power” (Schlessinger and Vogel, The Ten Commandments, p. 104).  To all of us who struggle with this, to all of us who are weary, to all of us who are driven, to all of us who find ourselves striving against God’s rhythm of remembrance and rest, God says in  Psalm 46:10,
NAU Psalm 46:10 “Cease striving and know that I am God . . .”
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