One Glorious Day
An Examination and Explanation of the Fourth Commandment

by Pastor David G. Barker
“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.”

(Ex. 20:8-11)

Introduction


The Fourth Commandment completes the first table of the moral law as summarized in the Ten Commandments.  It is easy to see the progression in the lessons taught and how vital they all are:


the 1st Commandment teaches us who we must worship,


the 2nd Commandment teaches us how we must worship,


the 3rd Commandment teaches us what our attitude must be



in worship.

And now,


the 4th Commandment teaches us when we must worship.
God has prescribed one day in seven for us to lay aside our busy lives and schedules and come before Him in worship and to receive, by His generous decree, a “holiday”.


Everyone likes and looks forward to holidays.  But you may not know that the English word “holiday” is a contraction of two words - “holy” and “day” - which originally referred to days that were set aside for worship and for religious observance.  Now, in America today, we have a lot of national holidays and we can get all excited to observe them as they come around once a year.  But our God has instituted for us a holy day wherein we may rest from our work not just once a year but one day every week!


The Fourth Commandment is the longest instruction in the entire moral code – nowhere else in the tablets of the law is God more specific and more direct than here.  That should give us a hint as to just how important this is to Him.  We can divide the words of the commandment into three parts:

· the first part is the commandment itself which is stated positively and invitingly and not prohibitively or sternly – it is the first one so far to be so:

“Remember the Sabbath Day, to keep it holy”;

· the second part goes on for two verses in which the Lord gives us clear application so that we have a guide as to what it means to enjoy the day:
“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.”;

· the third part concludes the commandment with a very unique explanation by the Lord as to where this principle comes from and what it means:
“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.”

And because this principle is so foundational and important to our regard and appreciation for the commandment as a whole, we will begin our study here.
The Historical Foundation of This Commandment


The first time we hear of a Sabbath day in Scripture is not at Mount Sinai or even in the wilderness leading up to Mount Sinai.  The first place we hear of it is at the creation of the earth in Genesis 1-2:

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. (Gen. 1:1).
There, for an entire chapter, Moses carefully records how God did His creative work - calling all things into existence by the very word of His power - each environment in its place and purpose and each living thing in its time and place, and all of this over a period of six wondrous days.


Now, why six days? Is that how long God needed to call this incredibly vast and amazingly complex world - filled with these unique environments to sustain life and the proper life forms to dwell in those environments - into existence?  Is that how long it took for all of creation to respond to God’s voice – that so much was involved in creating this world that it just could not have come into existence any faster?  None of those things!  When God spoke, each category of creation came into existence immediately and responded instantly and obediently to His voice.  And each day God had something specific to create.


But in the end, on the sixth day, at the height of all God’s creative work, God took extra time and created man in a unique way - forming him out of the earth as body and breathing into him His own breath as soul.  All of the world, therefore, had been made beforehand to be as a stage and platform for God’s redemptive story to take place - a story of creation, fall and redemption.  And the focus of this redemptive story is man - the one who had been made in the very image of God.


But the backdrop was not only formed in space but also in time.  That first week was created in time – to a rhythm – there was a pulse to our existence – not only as evening and morning, which gives us the very definition of the word “day”, but also as six days of work and one day of rest which gives us the very definition of the our week.  And at the end of that definitive week, the crowning glory of creation was the Sabbath:

And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. (Gen. 2:2b)
The first full day given for man’s existence on earth was the Sabbath day.


And immediately after God created the Sabbath day He did something extraordinary:

So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation. (Gen. 2:3)
In a world of creation in which nothing was yet spoiled by sin God made the Sabbath day holy – He set aside this one day in seven.  Now, in making this day holy, God did three things:


1) He gave to the Sabbath day a holy nature and character.  As one scholar notes:

[in the Hebrew language, the idea of “s]anctifying was not merely declaring [something to be] holy, but communicating the [very] attribute of holiness, placing [it] in a living relation to God the Holy One, raising it to a participation in the pure clear light of the holiness of God.” (C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 1, p. 68).
This means two things:


a) Man does not make the Sabbath day holy.  We do not make the day holy by choosing to observe it that way or by our simply wanting it to be so or by declaring by law that others should regard it as such.  When Abraham Lincoln gave the Gettysburg Address he said: “We cannot hallow this ground.”  What he meant was that the bloody battle fought there made the ground special.  It wasn’t made to be holy nor could it be declared to be so by politicians merely casting votes or making speeches declaring it to be so.  Likewise, we don’t make the Sabbath day holy, it is holy because God has made it holy already.



b) Man cannot “unholy” the day either.  We cannot make the day secular, make it just another day by ignoring it, pretending and demanding that it not be holy, by arguing that such holiness is old fashioned or that it doesn’t fit in to our modern world.  The Sabbath remains holy whether we recognize it or not.  All we could do would be to treat that which is holy in an unholy way – we can only pervert its holiness, only abuse it, taint or stain it, take something precious and ruin it.  But we do not make something valuable to be common just because we choose to treat it so.


2) God gave the Sabbath a holy purpose.  When God rested on the Sabbath it was not because He was tired but because the Sabbath day also had a purpose.  God had weaved into the tapestry of creation His own moral attributes and character and at the pinnacle of that creation glory was His desire to commune with the man made in His image.  God gave to man the creation mandate so that man might fulfill his calling on earth.  But God also gave the Sabbath to man so that man might remember his Creator throughout his life and so his fellowship with his God would never be far from him.  As we explore the Fourth Commandment further, we will see more and more of this purpose.


3) God gave the Sabbath a holy permanence.  The moral law was not only weaved into the fiber of all of creation, it was also inscribed into man’s very heart and soul.  And, as such, the entire moral code is a permanent fixture in our world and can never be removed - what God has decreed is not up for discussion or cancellation by man.  Not only is there any place in all Scripture where the commandment to observe this one day in seven is removed, instead, it is reinforced all the way through the Word of God.


We have started here with the foundational principle upon which the commandment stands and which God was clear to give us: the day was established in that very first week of creation – it is for all time and it is for all mankind – and because God declared it to be holy we cannot change that.  We can only observe it with joy and be blessed or else rebel against it and know God’s curse.

What Has Changed?


And yet, even though the Fourth Commandment is part of the unchanging moral law, something has changed, hasn’t it?  Christians do not worship God on the seventh day but on the first day.  Are we wrong to do that?  Is there any good reason why we do this?


To find the answer to that we turn first to John 1:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. (Jn. 1:1-3)

This passage is written deliberately to parallel Genesis 1.  And the reason for that is this: not only is John teaching us that Christ was there in the beginning and that Christ was involved in the creation of all things but that Christ was the very purpose and goal for which all things in creation were made.  In other words, when God created the world He already had the end in mind before the beginning.


And what was that end?  For that we go to the end of Scripture, to Revelation 21:

“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. …

“Hallelujah! For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and his Bride has made herself ready; (Rev. 21:1-2; 19:6-7)

The focus of all history, then, of all creation - space and time - is the union of Christ with His redeemed bride.  And the time in history that Christ redeemed her - purchased her for Himself - was at the cross of Calvary and, most importantly, on the day of His resurrection.  Now that we know why God created and where all creation is headed we can know the what behind the signs and ordinances as God gives them to us to strengthen our faith and hope all along the way of redemptive history.


So when we turn back to Genesis 1-2 and we read that God rested from His creative work and sanctified the Sabbath day, He did so not merely to take delight in his work but also to delight in the reason for which it was made.  The Sabbath was not only a day to celebrate and rejoice in God’s creation, it was also a day to look forward and anticipate that one great event for which all creation had been made - the day when Jesus would purchase His bride by dying for the sins of His people on the cross.


So with the coming of this day – this watershed and climax for and all creation – it is no wonder that something has changed with regard to how we are to keep the Fourth Commandment.  And yet, even if we had good reason, we would not presume to make this change ourselves.  We could only do so if the Lord, Himself, was the one showing us the way.  If Jesus claimed for Himself the title: “the Lord of the Sabbath”, then who would the disciples be to abandon that day & observe another?


Instead, we see the just the opposite.  Jesus is the one who takes the lead in changing the day of our worship.  Beginning w/that first resurrection day morning:
· we have a new day and practice for the church.  Jesus’ resurrection and first appearances were all on the first day of the week.  His next appearance, specifically to Thomas, which, as the gospel records, was a week later  Such an expression in the Greek indicates the very next first day of the week.  In fact, it is very probable that as Jesus appeared in resurrection glory during those forty days, He only appeared to his disciples on the first day of each week.


And with those appearances came great teaching which was focused on the entire story of redemptive history and which would have included His will for this change of day.


And so, after Jesus’ ascension, the disciples began gathering together regularly not only on the Sabbath along with other Jews but also on the first day of the week.  And it became so regular a practice that the apostle Paul writes regarding their worship as if this new day had become routine and expected.

2)  we have a new name.  The word “sabbath” means rest and it harkens back to Genesis 1-2 to indicate and refer to the completion of creation.  But as the church began meeting on the first day of the week instead, it took on a new name – the Lord’s Day.  This began so early that the apostle John mentions it in his writing, expecting the church to understand him well before the close of the first century.


And this is the name we hear among the Church Fathers who were the teachers and elders of the next generation of the church and who acted and practiced and taught of this change of day.  One Christian historian tells us:

“[n]othing short of apostolic precedent can account for the universal religious observance [of meeting on the first day of the week] in the churches of the second century.  There is no dissenting voice.” (P. Schaff, History of the Christian Church, vol. 2, p. 201)
This custom is confirmed by the testimonies of the earliest post-apostolic writers, such as Barnabas, Ignatius, and Justin Martyr.  It is also confirmed by the younger Pliny (112 AD) who was an unbeliever studying the practices of Christians in his day.  The Didache, another document from the ancient church, calls the first day “the Lord’s Day of the Lord” (Schaff, vol. 2, p. 201-2).  Dionysius of Corinth (170 AD) writing to the church in Rome: “Today we kept the Lord’s Day holy, in which we read your letter.”


3)  we have a new hope.  As with all the ordinances of God, there is the present-day sign and seal which points to something greater – beyond itself – to the goal toward which all of creation is moving.  Circumcision points ahead to baptism as baptism points ahead to the mark of God’s claim on His own (Rev. 7:3).  Passover pointed to the Lord’s Supper which points ahead to the Marriage Supper of the Lamb (Rev. 19:7).  In like fashion, this ordinance of the day points ahead to something yet to come: the Sabbath rest pointed to the victory of the empty tomb and the celebration of the resurrection on the Lord’s Day; and yet the Lord’s Day, itself, only anticipates the final victory of the Lamb over all of his and our enemies on that great and terrible Day of the Lord (cf. Rev. 16:14), and the eternal and joyful rest to follow which all God’s people shall know.


We honor and remember the Lord’s Day today to recognize and demonstrate our faith and trust in the risen Lord Jesus.  When we do this is just as important as how we do this and how we honor our Lord on his day never varies from age to age.

What Must Change?

But now, we must deal with some texts in the New Testament that would seem, on the surface, to deny what we’ve learned so far – texts that would seem to deny the permanence and continuance of our need to observe the Lord’s Day as the Fourth Commandment for the church today.


The first of these texts is found in Matthew 12:12-22 where we read of Jesus and His disciples walking through a grain field and His disciples pluck and eat grain from the stalk on the Sabbath.  The Pharisees observed this and say that Jesus’ disciples were breaking the Sabbath by working to which Jesus replied: “something greater than the Temple is here … the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”  And so, two questions come to our minds: Does that mean that the disciples were guilty of breaking the Fourth Commandment?  Did Jesus simply cancel the need to obey the Fourth Commandment on account of the fact that He is God and can do as He likes?


The answer to that, of course, is “no” on both points.

· Jesus would not negate or cancel the moral law. All His mortal life, Jesus was endeavoring to completely fulfill the law of God so as to live a totally sinless life for His people.  In order for Him to fulfill all righteousness Jesus had to obey and teach obedience to the complete moral law and not just wave it off whenever He wanted.

· The disciples were not breaking the Fourth Command-ment at all. In fact, as the Old Testament teaches, works of necessity and mercy are quite appropriate to do on the Sabbath.  But the disciples were “guilty” of something else – they were guilty of being socially incorrect.  We have all heard of what it means to be politically correct – ie., to speak and act in such a way so as not to appear to be superior or to infer that anyone else might be wrong about anything.  Well, the Pharisees had their own form of correctness but it had nothing to do with loving and obeying God’s law, it only had to do with satisfying other people in terms of one’s outward actions.  The Pharisees, not the Lord, had decided that such plucking of grain visibly demonstrated a violation as they saw it and so they just concluded in their own minds that to do this broke the Fourth Commandment.

But Jesus saw through this thinking and answered them in a way they did not expect: a time is coming, He offered, when all the work that the priests do in the Temple will come to nothing because one who is greater than the Temple is here.  “In fact,” Jesus said to them, “the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”  (It would be a very strange thing, indeed, if Jesus was declaring himself the Lord of something that He was also cancelling altogether at the same time.)

The other passages we will look at come from the writings of the apostle Paul.  Paul understood what Jesus was declaring in Matthew 12 - that the Temple and all the offerings all pointed forward to the coming of Christ and that Christ’s own sacrifice satisfied the ceremonial laws and ended them.  The ceremonial laws were those that allowed worshippers to come before God with their offerings and receive forgiveness in anticipation of how God, Himself, would pay for their sins in the form of the One who came as the Lamb of God.


And so, when Paul argues, for instance, in Colossians 2:16f:
“… let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. … These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ”,

he says not to let others judge you as a Christian because Christians have set aside the ceremonial practices done by the Jews such as during a “festival, a new moon or a Sabbath”.  He is referring to those requirements prior to Christ that the Christian now should not obey because his trust in is Jesus’ work on the cross completely.  Even the seventh day Sabbath, Paul says, is but a shadow of the things to come – meaning not that the Fourth Commandment is abolished - for as we have seen, it is grounded in creation and not merely in the ceremonial law - but that the Lord’s Day has come – “the substance belongs to Christ.”


He teaches the same point in Gal. 4:8-10:

“You observe days and months and seasons and years!  I am afraid I may have labored over you in vain … “.

Here Paul refers not to former days of ceremonial Judaism but rather to the pagan observances that these Christians had practiced as Gentiles.  They had once been enslaved to idols but now have come to the living God.  They must not now return to pagan rituals and observances for they are worse than nothing – they are idolatry.


A third passage from Paul’s writings is Romans 14:1-12.  Here, Paul is not arguing against ceremonial Judaizers but speaking to Christians about how they regard one another.  And he gives instructions on how they are to regard believers of a weaker faith.  
Note the parallelism in Paul’s writing here:
One person believes he may eat anything,

while the weak person eats only vegetables. (vs. 2)

Likewise,

one person esteems one day as better than another

while another esteems all days alike. (vs. 5)

The Christian with the stronger faith is the former, the one with the weaker faith is the latter.


The key, Paul says, is two-fold.  First, we should not be quick to judge one another – that was what the Pharisees did - but second, instead, each should be “convinced” in his own mind.  But what does that mean – to be convinced in his own mind (vs. 6)?  But what does that mean?  Is Paul, himself, now being just politically correct?  Are all views on this question acceptable before God?  Is it OK that each of several Christians have opposite opinions?  No, being “convinced” does not merely mean having your own opinion.  Where else in the Bible would that ever be taught?  It means, instead, to be sure in your mind of what the Bible says.  Paul is calling on both parties to study the Word, particularly to the strengthening of the faith of the weaker brother who needs the extra patience in the meantime.


And that is our task today, to study the Word of God thoroughly because “none of us lives for himself …  if we live we live to the Lord” (vs. 7-8).  In fact, that is the only way a Christian is called to live his life – not unto himself but unto the Lord.

What Hasn’t Changed?


So now, we ask a different question: if something has changed in our understanding of the Fourth Commandment – if today, because of Jesus’ changing of the remembering of the seventh day for the first -  we would say that the Fourth Commandment says to us: “Remember the Lord’s Day to keep it holy”, then what in this commandment has not changed?  How are we to follow our Lord’s command today?  Here we study the wording of the commandment itself in vs. 8.

· Remember the day.  The wording doesn’t say merely “keep” it but “remember” it.  You see, God knows our hearts are still sinfully selfish and easily distracted.  Just coming to church doesn’t mean we are remembering the day – it is our attitude that counts.  Look at the words of Isaiah the prophet here in Isaiah 1:11:

“What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the Lord; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of well-fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats.”

What is going on here?  Isaiah rebuked the people of Israel even though they were worshipping God, even though they were doing all the right things.  Why?  It was because even with all their outward attention given to the details – for all their “keeping” in other words - they had forgotten the God who they were supposed to be worshipping.  And their lifestyles, their language and their attitudes proved it.  They honored God with their lips – they came to church, if you will, for the required hour or so - but even as they did so, their hearts were far from Him – even as they worshipped God, thinking they were obeying the Fourth Commandment, at the same time they were breaking the first three commandments.


The main thing God calls us to do here is to remember the day – remember what it is and what we are doing, because the first thing we are prone to do is forget the Lord’s Day.  And when we forget the Lord’s Day, we forget to keep the day.  And when we forget to keep it, we forget why it is important and special.  And when we forget why it is so special then we begin to fill the day with other things – we wind up deciding on our own what we will do on this day as the Israelites did: they did just as they pleased.  And when we do that, the day is lost to us and the commandment is broken.

·  [B]y keeping it holy.  “Holy” means separate, set apart, set aside, kept special.  We remember the day by keeping it special and separate.  How do we do that?  First, we worship God – it is good to begin & end the day with Him.  And then, second, we acknowledge God as the Giver of every good and perfect gift – we take the time to reflect on His goodness and blessings.  We take the time to remember that we are not really dependent on our jobs and our bosses, but we are really dependent on God.  Those are things we easily forget during the week, and that is why we need the Lord’s Day.  It brings us back to reality.  You see, you cannot use the Lord’s Day in a common fashion – that is, do the things you normally do during the rest of the week - and remember the Lord’s Day, to keep it holy.  Instead, we forget our God and we regard the day casually.

If you ever want to know the answer to the question: “Is this something I should do on the Lord’s Day?” ask yourself this: “Am I remembering the day, am I keeping it holy?”  If so, then your deeds worship the Lord. But if not, if all you are doing is amusing yourself, or doing that which is only convenient to other self-centered interests, then you have forgotten the day and you haven’t kept it holy.


One day, we shall leave the Lord’s Day behind.  Just as the Sabbath has been replaced with the Lord’s Day so also, one day, the Lord’s Day we practice now will come to an end when the day of the Lord, the day of judgment and glory comes, when God in Christ will gather all His church together and when we will be with Him forever – to enjoy an eternal day of rest, of worship, of joy.

What Should Not Change?

So, what sort of way are we to practice this command?  Just how do we “remember” the day to keep it “holy”?  The way this commandment is positively stated tells us to draw our application out of our remembering and recalling what the Lord has done for us.  That means that, first and foremost, we are to be given to coming before the Lord wherever we are and joining with other believers, if possible, and calling on His name, giving Him the worship that is due His name, and doing so in the form and fashion that we learn of in the Second Commandment.


The benefit we receive from such formal, corporate attention is to be reminded and encouraged of God’s grace and mercy in Christ and to be strengthened in our spirits by the preaching of the Word and by the benefits of the sacraments, and prayer.  And, although the specific instruction is not given us here as to the times and length of our services of corporate worship, we signify and demonstrate our desire to give the entire day to God by beginning and ending the day with the worship that is due His name.

But there are other things that we may do on the Lord’s Day that are either allowed, encouraged or are even our obligation.  Our Lord Jesus, himself, taught and practiced these in the gospels, and these activities - these special works - usually fall into the categories of necessity, mercy and ministry.

· Works of necessity surely include attending to the daily needs of the sick, the infirm and the dependent and of our responsibility to see to their care.  This includes the labors of doctors, nurses and all the necessary staff so that hospitals and nursing homes can continue to function with compassion.  Such work would also include the labors of farmers and ranchers whose husbandry of their animals requires their attention so that life does not suffer, as well as the necessary labors of those who maintain our social infrastructure – the police and fire departments, etc. – which maintain our combined safety and security.

· Works of mercy surely include those things that come up rather suddenly and spontaneously and become emergencies in the lives of ourselves and others.  These might include helping to change a flat tire or filling a prescription for an ear infection.  It would also include some “on-the-spot” diaconal care.  A need might be urgently presented and announced in the gathering of believers for worship which might be prayed for and contemplated, and then, that need might be acted upon by the Deacons of the church so that food or housing or medicine required might be supplied.  Works of mercy also include acts of a Christian’s self-denial or self-sacrifice that is offered in the name of Christ for another person’s benefit.  This might include the continuing commitment to give another person a ride to and from worship, or preparing and delivering a meal, or opening your home for a night’s stay.

· Works of ministry first of all, describe the regular Lord’s Day labors of pastors particularly.  But this also speaks of the work of the other elders who preach, teach and shepherd the flock of God and for which the Lord’s Day provides the best weekly opportunity for them to spend time with, counsel and encourage the people among the flock of God.  The teaching and ruling elders alike should come to the Lord’s Day and the worship of God’s people prepared to be “on duty”, as it were, to minister to their people who are uniquely available and receptive to such service on this one day of the week.  Whereas everyone else is told to rest from their labors, it is a solid, biblical principle that these church leaders are to be about the Lord’s work and serve among the gathered congregation, for this is among their primary responsibilities.  This is true not only for the brief, public moments available when the congregation gathers for corporate worship but also in the extended time given by God that the rest of the day provides for the practice of hospitality at home, the visitation of the sick, infirm or shut-in, or time spent in counsel and prayer with a brother or sister in need.


But the works of ministry should not be thought of as limited to or restricted to the officers alone.  The Lord’s Day is also a wonderful day for fathers and heads of households to practice their headship in the home.  The duties of many men today can often call for long hours at work as well as long commutes and travel.  Men in those conditions need their own rest but just as vital is that man’s need to be with his family for times of talking, teaching, and enjoyment.  Heads of households, particularly, should take advantage of the Lord’s Day to question, teach and confirm their children’s faith and testimony and give them fatherly attention about what they experience in their lives day to day or what they are anticipating soon.  This precious time should not be wasted but be spent attending to and teaching his children - to warn, rebuke and encourage them against the temptations and wiles of the world, the flesh and the devil.


The Lord’s Day is also a good time for any Christian to devote himself to ministry that he does not have time to do during the week.  This includes teaching opportunities such as Sunday School or Bible study but it also includes other services and ministries such as in visiting the elderly, the shut-in, and those in hospitals and jails.  Many of these ministries benefit not only those who are visited but covenant children may also receive a benefit by being brought along for such visits and allowing them time to see and understand the blessings and opportunities before them for loving and serving other people on the Lord’s Day.


The concept that most often comes to our minds when we think of the Lord’s Day is that of “rest”.  But we must keep in mind that the instruction to “rest” is actually not a part of this commandment.  “Rest” comes to us as a benefit and blessing of remembering and observing the Lord’s Day correctly.  But it is not the license to be selfishly lazy or pre-occupied with nothing more than personal pursuits and enjoyments.  This is all that the meaning of rest means today to many – the right to be entertained.  But how could that be a righteous response to such a command as God gives?  How can such an attitude convey the holiness of this day?  When we are careful to honor the Lord by honoring His day we find our rest in Him and we give our time and attention, love and care to others.

What Else Should Not Change?

Now, we come to the application of this commandment:

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, …

The first thing we notice here is that this is the only com-mandment in the law that comes with its own specific application.  That goes a long way toward answering our questions about proper obedience and it greatly helps us practically to make the most of this glorious gift.  And it is very important for us to recognize that because God has given us such application as this that we must regard even these words as much more than just good suggestions or pious advice.  No, we must regard these words of application, too, as part of the inspired, authoritative Word of God.


But we can also see something else here as well.  Whereas the commandment itself is stated in the positive – Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy - we notice that the application is stated in the negative – On it you shall not do any work, … .  This tells us that in our effort to obey and practice this commandment we must know that there are not only positive things that we are to be doing but there are other things that we are to be in the regular practice and discipline of abstaining from, of refusing to do, and denying in order to honor the Lord fully.  Remember, when we are not practicing the positive instruction we are not remembering the Lord’s Day but rather, we are forgetting it; and, similarly, when we do not heed the negative instruction as to the use of the day, we are not keeping the day holy but rather, we are abusing it, marring its holiness.


The negative application of the Fourth Commandment focuses on the subject of work: we are to work as unto the Lord for six days but on the Lord’s Day we are not to work.  Now, the most important thing to keep in mind here is that obeying this applica-tion is an act of faith.  By choosing not to work on the Lord’s Day you are stating in a most visible, financial and provisional way that your dependence for all in your life is truly on the Lord.


Let’s look at this way: the creation mandate in Genesis 1 includes the concept of dominion.  Dominion means not only rule and authority on earth but it also includes the charge and responsibility to handle, manipulate and work our world in order to produce from it and bring produce out of it which benefits ourselves and our families and which literally builds our society and culture.


But notice that at the time of the Fall, along with all else in creation the aspect of work has also been cursed by God.

[C]ursed is the ground because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, (Gen. 3:17-19)

Work today can often be frustrating, unfruitful, tedious, all-consuming and not very rewarding.  And the curse of God upon the Fall of Adam is the reason.  And, as such, the fallen nature of our work can often demand from us more than we can easily give even if we give to it six out of every seven days of our week.  In fact, the fallen nature of work is that it will always demand more – there’s more we could do, more we must do.  Work would work us to death if we would let it!  And we would let it! – because in our fallen nature we tend to not ever be satisfied – with ourselves or with others - we always want more.


God knows this and that is why he includes this prohibition so clearly spelled out – no matter what you think it will cost, no matter what opportunity you think you are losing, you must express your faith in Him by expressing visibly that your faith is not in your work, your employer or yourself, but in the One who calls you in life to bear His image and be His representative and have dominion over the earth in His name.


Remember what you read in the Second Commandment?  Our God is a righteously jealous God and He does not want you giving yourself to, believing in, or worshipping at the altar of any other god.  Jesus says it this way: “You cannot serve God and money” (Mt. 6:24).  And this is especially true and to be believed:
· when you are tempted to be greedy and self-centered, when you are more than willing to sacrifice something else in order to have more in this world – more money, more position, more benefit –

· or when your employer threatens to fire you or not hire you if you will not work on the Lord’s Day,

· or if he promises you extra money if you will.

To obey God and to honor Him over yourself here is not merely an act of obedience and compliance, it is an act of faith and I am not ashamed to also say, it is an act of self-denial.  So, you must ask yourself, in whom is it that you truly do believe and trust?


Now, as we have already learned, there are biblical exceptions to this work requirement - in the necessary work of physicians, nurses, staff, etc. - who must deal with life and death issues that cannot be put off until after the Lord’s Day.  But even the Christian professional who finds himself in one of those positions must still look for ways to rotate and share those critical hours and days with others so that they are not constantly in them and so they, too, may be not only refreshed on the Lord’s Day but also have the opportunity to do other works of mercy and ministry.


But then the application increases in scope –

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.
You see, like other aspects of biblical headship that the heads of Christian households are to practice, those heads are also to see to it that the members of their family are, likewise, practicing and benefiting from this commandment.  And that is true whether or not they, themselves, believe as the head of the house does.  Whether they believe or not, just being within this covenant home, that son, daughter or servant is to receive the same blessings as you do.


And because of God’s charge here - to exercise stewardship over servants as well - this would also apply to any other circumstance wherein you find yourself employing others or paying for the services of others.  In today’s world, it seems obvious that this would include going anywhere and doing anything where we find people working to make money - not by providing necessary services that cannot wait - but by merely offering entertainment or nonessential services when you really have no real need of either.


You may not be aware of this but entertainment – which includes everything from eating out to watching sports to going to movies to idle shopping - has all grown up in our society in just this generation to become industries of pre-occupation and self-indulgence and upon which we all have grown accustomed, and which many Christians have never considered to be anything at all but their right to access at their choosing.  In the light of this, the ancient call to remember the day and keep it holy seems just a foreign and legalist intervention.  It will take nothing less than a faithful response to this command of God again to make us really, really analyze and discern between our needs and our wants, to repent and return again to God and to, once again, honor His name in all we do.  And so, it is right here, right in the heart of the very moral law of God that the Lord wants to know: in whom is it that you really believe?

What May Need Changing?


So, what kinds of changes could we make in our own routines which would help us apply the prohibition given here in this commandment?
· Take back your Saturdays.  Oftentimes our Saturdays are allowed to be so filled with things that might be only urgent but not important.  And, as a result, we find, as a consequence, that important things left undone need to be taken care of on the Lord’s Day – to catch up on our shopping, to get the gas for the car or to spend down time watching or going to the game, etc.  But as Christians, we tend to overlook the fact that just as our work has been cursed so has our attention and focus to leisure, to comfort and self-centeredness – they tend to lead us in unholy directions.  Just as in the stewardship of our money, our time throughout the week must be balanced and controlled so that we spend it wisely and offer it unto the Lord.

· Prepare for the Lord’s Day.  Take your Saturdays to do the bulk of your meal preparation and arranging so that the burden of cooking will not become so great that it distracts and discourages you from the biblical charge to practice hospitality and tempts you, instead, just to eat out.  Attend to your car and your other needs so that you are able to make the most of the day the Lord gives to you.

“This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.”
· Learn to say “no” to distractions.  Whether by pleasant invitation or by a pressured demand, the world is always ready to steal the day away from you.  Here is an uncomfortable truth to our exercise of faith: there is and there is meant to be a measure of self-denial involved with our obedience to this commandment.  The truth is, you simply will not learn to love the day God gives you unless self-denial is a part of your practice.

· Support one another as brothers and sisters in the Lord when someone is pressured or tempted by the world to break this commandment unnecessarily.  Be a strength to them and join them in prayer as well as having a heart of compassion.  Be ready to meet the needs of others who might be trying to make changes in their lives in order to honor the Lord in this and especially if they may have to pay an immediate price for doing so.

· Do not be a Pharisee.  Do not assume that because others live out the Lord’s Day differently that you are spiritually superior to them.  When Paul defended the weaker brother in Romans 14 he reminded us not to be the judges of the servant of someone else.


Responding to the Fourth Commandment is a choice we make based on what and who we believe.  Our lives reveal our true faith.  What does your life say about who you truly believe?

Fall, 2008

