February Discipleship Practice: Sacred Day (Sabbath)

Which of the Ten Commandments is it okay to break? Have a look at them. The list is found
in Exodus 20. Of course, all ten are still applicable under the new covenant. It is still not OK
to kill or steal or commit adultery.

All Ten Commandments are to be equally obeyed. Disobeying anyone is a sin. Moses tells
the people of Israel that the intention of the commandments is to steer them clear of sin.
(Exodus 20:20) The Hebrew word translated “commandments” can also be translated as
“instructions” — instructions to God’s people to teach them to live in Shalom (abiding peace)
with the Lord their God. All ten of the commandments are important instructions to help us
live in Shalom with God.

Now, look again at the Ten Commandments. Which commandment is given the most detail?
Which commandment is given the most air time? The fourth. “Remember the Sabbath day by
keeping it holy ....” It is much longer and more detailed than any of the other
commandments. And it is the only commandment that gives us the “Why”. Think about it.
The people didn’t need to be given the “Why” for the commandment “You shall not murder.”
But they did need the “Why” explaining the command to observe a Sabbath day. Consider the
context. The people have just come out of slavery in Egypt. They were literally slaves to their
work! They had lost touch with God and his ways and they needed to be reunited with Him.
One important aspect of that reunion with God is learning to rest in Him.

Let’s go right back to the creation narrative in Genesis 1 and 2. Here, we see a seven day
rhythm being established by God. God creates on six of those days and rests on the seventh
day. God creates on the FIRST six days and then follows his creative activity with a day of
rest. God did not get tired and need to rest, rather he chose to model a rhythm that would help
human life flourish.

In the creation account, the man and the woman were created on the sixth day. So, the first
full day that they entered into was ... the seventh day, the Sabbath. Although God had
appointed them as caretakers of all his creative work, their first day was to enter into the rest
of God, not into the work God had appointed them. Sabbath was not given as a day to recover
from six days of hard work, it was given as an unearned gift — the gift of God’s presence.
Adam and Eve spent their first full day of being, not working, but delighting in God. They
had not earned this time with God; it was a gift. This was the day that God called blessed and
made holy. (Gen 2:3)

This was is a God-given rhythm for life. We are instructed to start the first day of the week by
delighting in God’s presence, resting (being restored) in Him. Then, for the next six days, we
join Him in the work that he has given us to do. Too often we think of Sabbath (if we think of
Sabbath at all) as the last day of the week that we enter into deserving a rest because we have



worked so hard all week long. We see Sabbath as a day to collapse into, and as a time for
recovery, so that we can have the energy to go do it all over again. That is not God’s design.
Sabbath is for deep rest in God (restoration) not for recovery.

The writer of Hebrews reminds us that this restoration is for us to experience:

“There remains, then, a Sabbath rest for the people of God; for anyone who enters
God’s rest also rests from their work, just as God did from his.” (Heb 4:9)

Fast forward to 1st century Palestine (1500 years later) and Jesus finds it necessary to teach
on the topic of Sabbath.

He said, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.” (Mark 2:27) And when
the Pharisees were trying to trap Jesus they asked him, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”
Jesus responded,

“If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold
of it and lift it out? How much more valuable is a person than a sheep? Therefore it is
lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” (Matt 12:11-12)

What Jesus taught about the Sabbath was freeing, not restricting. The legalism of Jesus’ day
formed high walls around the Sabbath and tightly restricted daily activities. It would have
been considered work (and therefore a sin) to heal a person on the Sabbath. Even modern
Shabbat restrictions don’t allow turning on or off light switches, walking, using a telephone,
cooking, carrying items (even in pockets) or chewing gum. All of these are considered
“work.”

Why did God introduce Sabbath to humanity? Stephen Smith says, “Sabbath is a reminder,
every seven days, that through resting, ceasing, and unyoking ourselves from the world and
work, we gain something that cannot be gained by working harder.” Smith also said,
“Sabbath is the practice of being available to God by becoming unavailable to the world.”
Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel has written a modern day classic simply called “The
Sabbath” (1951) says, “It must always be remembered that the Sabbath is ... an opportunity
to mend our shattered lives.” He also wrote, “This is the task of men: to conquer space and
sanctify time.” Time can be holy.

God said, “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.” Holy means “set apart”. When we
are disciplined enough to set apart 24 hours we are sanctifying time. We sanctify time by
entering into a set apart day. So, Sabbath is not something we do, it is a God-given time that
we enter into.

Sabbath is an inseparable part of the creation rhythm. We cannot keep creating and creating
and creating. God modelled a sustainable with for life. For six days he created and then He



rested. If we attempt to work and keep on working without a one-in-seven rhythm of rest we
do terrible violence to the rhythm God set in motion. We end up with a deep weariness that is
soul destroying. Jesus asked the question, “What good will it be for someone to gain the
whole world, yet forfeit their soul?” (Matt 16:26)

We can stop work on the Sabbath because God is on the throne — the world will not fall apart
if we cease to labour for 24 hours. We can trust God completely. The order set in Genesis is
“There was evening and there was morning” so in Jewish tradition Sabbath begins at
sundown on the sixth day and goes to sundown on the seventh day. The Christian tradition
sets aside the first day of the week, Sunday (Sabbath is a Saturday on the Jewish calendar).
This signifies that we can start our week by resting in what Christ has done (read Hebrews 4).
We do not have to work for six days to “earn” our rest. Our rest is a free gift. Sabbath was
always meant to be a gift to humanity.

We ask then, “How do I best practice Sabbath?”” Sunday is the best day to set aside for most
people, but not for everyone. How you practice Sabbath is more important than the one-in-
seven day you practice it on. So, how do we practice Sabbath? Pete Scazzaro talks about four
foundational qualities of biblical Sabbath keeping: Stop, Rest, Delight, Contemplate.

STOP: We have limits. We can’t go on indefinitely. Sabbath reminds us that we must stop
even if we have not finished. We can stop because we trust the One who has finished. We
know that we can do nothing on our own, bear no fruit unless we are connected to the vine.
Sabbath helps me to embrace my limits. God is God and I am not. I stop to connect.

REST: God worked. God rested. I work. I must rest. What is rest? Rest is whatever
replenishes us. Rest is anything that helps us connect with God. To truly rest we take a break
from the taskmaster (whatever that is for us) and enter into God’s gift. We eliminate hurry.

DELIGHT: Sabbath is not a vacation; it is a holy day. We don’t stop spending time with
God. Instead, we delight in God and all he has given us — family, friends, fun. We slow down
to notice and experience with-God-life more deeply. Sabbath helps us not forget how to play.

CONTEMPLATE: The Sabbath is “Holy to the Lord”. It is a small taste of eternity and
prepares us for greater things. It gives us hope and reminds us of God’s majesty. It humbles
us.



