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The Fourth Commandment

Ex. 20:8-11,  Matthew 11:25-12:14

Someone who wants to keep control of his own affairs would experience the interruption of business as a hindrance. Observing the Sabbath day requires faith. Where faith is destroyed, the Sabbath is destroyed along with it. - Douma


There’s no easy way to get going with the fourth commandment, so we’ll just jump in and start. In my opinion, this commandment is at the same time the most straightforward and the most difficult to understand and apply. At some level, we need to embrace it in our lives and see it for the goodness it brings to you. However, my job as a preacher is to show you what it is and to give you the motivation in Christ to obey it. Realistically, that could take weeks. Pages and pages have been written on this subject, and as I’ve read them, my head has spun.


Let me give you my personal journey. 


I grew up in a Methodist church. We attended church every Sunday. Every Sunday without fail. Yet, I’m not sure if I was a Christian at the time. Church was a safe place for me, but it generated no excitement or passion in my life. In our family, the rest of the day after church was really no different than any other day. I don’t think that it was the Sabbath affected what we did or didn’t do all that much.


When I got to college, I jumped around from church to church. I attended for the most part on Sunday morning, and sometimes did a few extra things if I felt like it. My senior year I was adopted by the Sommervilles, a family in the new church I was attended and that gave me a connection with a family for the first time. Julie and I were dating at the time and we’d baby sit and go over for dinner and do our laundry there and that was great. But still Sunday wasn’t any big deal. 


We moved to Stillwater. We joined a church there, and enjoyed the fellowship we received and the friends we made there. But we still didn’t get it. We had our ministry stuff going on and I would say we attended out of a sense of duty, not joy. We never took the Lord’s Supper, and we even looked for excuses to not be there. Pitiful on our parts. 


Our first real positive experience was in Lincoln, Nebraska. At Covenant Presbyterian Church (now Zion), we were loved and accepted and challenged and a few things snapped into place. We felt like we belonged there. We felt like we were ministered to and that we could minister. We didn’t want to miss being there.


That growth continued in St. Louis. But here’s where I think we got it. We spent the summer in Sweden and experienced the absolute dirth of churches there. There is practically nowhere you can go in Sweden to hear the Word of God faithfully preached and taught by pastors and congregations that actually believe it. We were starving for the spiritual food.


When we returned to St. Louis, our perspective had changed. Instead of lugging ourselves and our family into church on Sunday morning, we longed for the fellowship and feeding we received. We didn’t want to miss. We wanted to serve. We began to make Sunday look like a different day than the others. We started to do family worship at night, which has become a joy for us and our children. 


All of that is to say that we don’t “just get it.” Understanding the Sabbath is a process of growth for us, just like any other in our sanctification. To understand this, let’s look at a few points that really gets at our reading and commitment to the Old Testament.


This is one of the 10 Commandments. That seems basic, but it means that you can’t just throw it out because we don’t like it or that it seems like something we don’t have to do anymore. I can’t take the time tonight, but I think I can explain to you why our Lord’s Day is different and yet connected to the Sabbath day. That the New Testament church understood this and attempted as best as they could to practice it and celebrate it in their new covenant context. But that the assumption was that it should be implemented in the life of the church. It was not abrogated by Christ or anyone else. It is for the church, it is for us, although it looks different in the absence of the theocracy of Israel. (i.e., we don’t stone people who break the Sabbath). Not only that, but the commandment itself is rooted in God’s example for us in Genesis. He rested from His work, from the very beginning of time. 


Let’s first take a look at the commandment in reverse. Remember that we’ve been saying that the opposite is always implied in the commandments. It doesn’t only say, “Have no other gods before me,” but it implies “Have me as your God.” It doesn’t only say, “Do not take my name in vain,” but it implies “Speak with truth and integrity about your relationship with me.” 


The fourth commandment says, in essence, “Take a rest on the Sabbath day.” What does that imply? 


It implies that we are to work hard the other days of the week. That we are to fulfill our callings without being lazy or a slacker. That what we do during the week matters to God, so that when we get to the Lord’s Day we are tired and need rest. 


Colossians 3:23-24 says, “Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive an inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord.”


1 Corinthians 15:58 says, “Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.”


What is “the work of the Lord?” Is it preaching and teaching and witnessing? No, it is everything we do. It’s all “the work of the Lord.” How does this apply to you? It means that right now your calling is to be a student. You should take that calling seriously and devote yourself to it the best you can. You should attempt to do your best in this calling, making time and effort for it. You should order your day accordingly.  When you have other jobs in your life you should do the same. When you come to Week in the Word, you should rake and scrape and paint and mow as unto the Lord. He is watching, and none of our labor is in vain.


I should mention that some of you already are “workaholics.” It’s just right now that it’s your grades that are your work. This passage applies to you too. For “whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men.” My guess is that those of you who study all the time and obsess over your grades have forgotten that your work is for the Lord and not for men, and not for yourselves either. You have to take the time to put it all away and care about people. It’s always in balance. For some of you it would be a sin to get a B or C. For others of you, it would be a sin to get an A. I can’t stand up here and tell you which is which, but you have to wrestle with it and not hide behind your natural tendencies. 


The fourth commandment calls Christians to hard work, work unto the Lord that glorifies Him.


But the overall tenor of this commandment is based on liberation. The Sabbath is and was a celebration of liberation. Going back to the prologue of the Decalogue, we remember that Israel had been brought out of slavery. They had been forced to work seven days a week and were told that they were lazy and insolent to desire rest and to worship. They served pagan gods who demanded all their time and energy and made them worry over their mere existence.


God liberated them from this slavery and brought them into a new land and a new relationship with Him and each other. The Sabbath is a picture of that. It’s a microcosm built into every week that reorients us/them back into the remembrance of what is really important and what really matters. It reminds us that we don’t serve other gods, that we were brought of that kind of slavery, that we have been given rest, that we can rely on another for our significance. We WORSHIP that kind of God who does all these things for us. 


Douma writes, “The Sabbath clearly expressed the blessing that Yahweh had bestowed upon Israel. Just as God had rested after His work of creation, so too He now permitted Israel to rest, liberated as she was from the slavery of Egypt. The Sabbath day showed who Israel was: a people chosen and liberated by Yahweh, who could be assured of His providential sustenance of her life, sustenance that did not depend on her laborious exertion.”


In this sense, the Sabbath pictures our faith. We are asked and even required to put our faith into practice every Lord’s Day. So were the Israelites. In their agricultural society, it was foolishness in the world’s eyes to take a day off. Things had to get done. Harvests had to be brought in and the weather didn’t particularly care about the Sabbath day. Yet not only were the Israelites required to keep the Sabbath, but they were required to required their servants to keep it as well. No work was to be done. That had to be tough. That had to take faith.


So what do we learn from all of this?


We see that the Sabbath, what we now celebrate on Sunday as the Lord’s Day (referenced in Rev. 1:10) because of the Jesus’ triumphant resurrection, is for rest, that it is for healing. 


It is designed to heal our bodies as we refrain from working on that day. Naps are good on Sunday.


But it is also designed to heal our souls. It reorients us by bringing us together to worship our Restorer, our Liberator, our Redeemer. It should force us to deal with idols in our lives because we are told to rest from them, displayed by a very real stopping of their pursuit. That is designed for your good, for your restoration. 


What happened? Why don’t we see this?


We’ll look at Matthew 12 briefly, but before that, in the 1400 years that passed from the original giving of the law until Jesus’ day, a whole system was built up around the law to protect it and to protect the people from breaking it.


This isn’t completely ludicrous. The Pharisees had a good idea.


We often ask ourselves, “How far can I go before I break the law, before I sin? What is the line that I can get right up to without crossing?” The Pharisees were asking “How pure can I be?” That’s a much better question in its essence.


We can do this same thing with dating. Our society is accustomed to saying, How far is too far? Can we hold hands? Is kissing too far? What about touching each other’s bodies? What about mugging on the couch? Some even ask about oral sex and think that that is okay.


The Pharisees would take this approach – we know that God says sex is for marriage. Okay, well then if that is true than people shouldn’t touch each other because that could lead to sex. If you don’t touch you can’t have sex, right? But there is a possibility of touching if you are too close. You might bump into each other, which would be touching even if it were an accident and then you might have sex because of that. So to prevent that, you have to keep at least a foot away from someone of the opposite sex. So the rule is – you can only get twelve inches close. Then you won’t have any problems and you won’t break the law.


This seems crazy, but it does have a point. The Pharisees had led the Jewish people to construct thousands of laws all around the law as they debated and hashed out what was acceptable and what wasn’t. In some sense, that’s kind of cool. I’d like for us to discuss the applications of these commandments, taking them so seriously that we actually thought they mattered in what we did and didn’t do.


But they went wrong along the way. Jesus’ interaction with them points this out.


In Matthew 12, Jesus and his disciples are walking through a field and they apparently stop and pick some grain and sort of smash it in their hands so they can eat it. We’re not quite sure why they did this, as it doesn’t seem to be out of necessity or any grave reason. Regardless, this is against the rules, and the disciples get upset.


Jesus reminds them that there are provisions for “Sabbath-breaking” and even examples in the Bible. But his main point is this: “I tell you, something greater than the temple is here.... For the Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.” This tells us two things. 


The first is that Jesus is saying that Sabbath keeping is no longer rooted in temple worship. The particular place and the particular rituals associated with the Sabbath are no longer valid because the one that all of that pointed to is here. He is walking right there with them. And yet, Jesus doesn’t do away with the Sabbath. He worshipped in the synagogue that Saturday, as was His custom.


The second thing is that He is the Lord of the Sabbath. He’s the Lord of everything. He’s the Lord of what happens not only on Monday through Saturday, but also on Sunday. We usually hear this the other way around, as people are telling us not to forget about God during the week. That’s true, but we shouldn’t forget that Jesus is Lord of our Sundays from 12:01 am until 11:59 pm
, not just for the hour or so we are in church.


What does He want us to do in that day?


Look at the rest of the passage. Jesus heals a man’s hand on the Sabbath, and again the Pharisees are all over Him for performing this work on the Sabbath. Technically, of course, they are right. Jesus could easily have waited a day to do this. It wasn’t a life or death situation. But he is the Healer. Healing is done on the Sabbath. 


Ironically, when Jesus does heal the man, the Pharisees “went out and conspired against him, how to destroy him.” They weren’t happy with him breaking the Sabbath, so they went out to talk about how they could kill him, as if that would be acceptable on the Sabbath.


Now look at the broader context. Matthew 11:28-30 says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 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. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”


Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of which I, and you, are the worst. He has liberated us from the bondage of slavery. He did that once and for all, but not only that, He seeks continued fellowship with us. He has given us a day especially devoted to the healing of our bodies and our souls, one that shows how stupid we are since it has to be commanded.


If we truly understood this day, if we truly embraced it, if we truly could sing Psalm 100 with all our hearts:


Make a joyful noise to the Lord all the earth! Serve the Lord with gladness! Come into his presence with singing! Know that the Lord, he is god! It is he who made us, and we are his, we are his people, the sheep of his pasture. Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise! Give thanks to him; bless his name! For the Lord is good; his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations.


If we could truly sing that with all our hearts, then we would be beating down the doors of our ministers and pastors and demanding them to lead us in worship on the Lord’s Day. We would glory in being together with the people of God and worshipping our great and glorious God in the way He has instructed us. We would be parched and starving until we had our divine dialogue with God through His Word and sacraments, the means of grace He has provided for us. We would so order our days as to receive the spiritual and physical rest we need.


But we don’t do that, do we?


One solution could be to publish the list of acceptable thing you can and can’t do on Sundays. We could do this with dating too, posting our list of what gets you in trouble and what qualifies as breaking God’s laws.


But that wouldn’t be good, would it? We shouldn’t do that. Way too Pharisaical.


And yet, Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath. If we are to keep the Sabbath, if it is one of the 10 Commandments that is for us today, what does it mean? How are we to keep it? What is pleasing to God? What should we do and what should we not do?


That is a great question, and the application question of the text. If you are asking that question, than I am satisfied. If that gets the conversation started than so be it. God will lead us into both seeking His face as we order and construct our day so that we can please Him and display our faith as we worship Him and combat our idols; and He will keep us from making these things our righteousness, which is so easy as well.


Jesus, I am resting, resting in the joy of what thou art. I am finding out the greatness of thy loving heart.

Therefore, we need to note that the sabbath day was a shadow under the law until the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ to represent that God requires men to rest from all their own works.


- John Calvin, Sermons on the Ten Commandments
We no longer have this figure and shadow for the purpose of keeping a ceremony as rigid as it was under the bondage of the law.  Rather its purpose is to gather us in order that according to our weakness we might be trained to devote ourselves better to the service of God, that we might have this day fully dedicated to him, to the end that we might be withdrawn from the world and, as we have said, that it serve us for the rest of our life.  

John Calvin, Sermons on the Ten Commandments
� In addition to my normal resources, I also consulted a devotion by Dr. Jack Collins, given at Covenant Seminary’s chapel service and D.A. Carson’s commentary on Matthew.


� The entire law is the law of liberty. But the law is not experienced that way by people with a slave mentality, people who look out for their own well-being, but not for the honor of God and the advantage of their neighbor. Douma, p. 116.


� Douma, p. 115


� Imagine how that must have been for Him. Sitting there listening to people who just didn’t get it. Painful. He certainly wasn’t there for “what He was going to get out of it.”


� If that’s what constitutes a Sunday, that is.





