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Text 
"Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. 

9
 Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 

10
 but the 

seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son 

or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates. 
11

 For 

in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the 

seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.” 

 

Introduction 
A couple weeks ago we were on vacation in Tennessee.  One of my goals on 

vacation was to eat at Chick-fil-A.  It didn’t happen all week so I was planning on 

stopping there on the way home.  When we were stopped somewhere I asked someone 

where the nearest Chic-Fil-A was and she said, “You can’t eat there today… it’s 

Sunday.”  Chick-fil-A: what a dirty rotten trick to play!
1
  So we settled for McDonald’s. 

Yes, today we’re talking about the Sabbath – taking the seventh day off.  It’s 

commandment #4 in our journey through the Ten Commandments this summer. 

Another thing we found in the South on our vacation was a lot of churches.  And 

many of them had prominent displays of the Ten Commandments outside.  Even a lot of 

houses and business establishments had them displayed proudly.  I don’t want to impugn 

those who did this or judge their motives, but as we began this series we noted how the 

de facto human framework for understanding religion is rules.  We all naturally think this 

way: we keep the rules and God or the gods are happy with us.  And where do we find 

the rules in the Bible?  Well the Ten Commandments seem to summarize them well.  So 

we can easily think that practicing the Christian faith means trying hard to abide by 

God’s laws and that promoting the Christian faith means publishing his top ten list 

widely. 

The problem is, in doing so we almost always forget the historical prologue.  

None of the signs we saw on our vacation included this.  The Ten Commandments aren’t 

just a stand-alone list of rules.  They start off with – “I am the Lord your God, who 

brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (v. 2).  God redeems, then he 

requires.  He doesn’t require in order to redeem.  “The one antithesis of all the ages,” 

wrote B.B. Warfield, “is that between the rival formulae: Do this and Live, and, Live and 

do this; Do and be saved, and Be saved and do.  And the one thing that determines 

whether we trust in God for salvation or would fain save ourselves is, how such formulae 
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appeal to us.”
2
  Listen: truly biblical religion stands alone; it’s not just religion as usual; 

it’s not morality. 

So we started off our look at the famous Ten Commandments clarifying that 

God’s rules aren’t for getting in, but living out – guidelines for those who are already in 

by sheer grace.  Law is not a ladder, but a mirror.  It shows us our guilt, it drives us to 

God’s grace, and then it guides us in living a life of gratitude in response to his mercy.  

We at this church don’t want to think of ourselves or be known as those who think 

they’re keeping the rules and either looking down on those who don’t or trying to simply 

make those who don’t into those who do.  We want to be people taken by the grace of 

God in Christ and take that message to the world. 

Going through the Ten Commandments so far we’ve seen that the first 

commandment about not having other gods was really about this, about trusting God 

alone to be your Savior (not our morality, performance, virtue, etc…).  It’s the most 

crucial and the one that all the other ten boil down to.  It was essentially saying that we 

must learn to rest in all that God has done, is, and promises to be for us, not ourselves or 

the many aliases we go by. 

We then saw that the second commandment about not making graven images was 

about how to properly worship the only Savior God – by receiving, not making.  It was a 

plea to continually hear and accept God’s Word and not get carried away with our own 

imaginings. 

Last week Pastor Adam took us through the third commandment about not 

mishandling God’s name, which was essentially calling us to live all out for God’s glory 

and not our own.  You see how they’re all intertwined and building upon each other? 

The fourth commandment rounds out what’s traditionally been called the ‘First 

Table’ of the law – those dealing with our relationship to God, while the ‘Second Table’ 

deals with our relationship to our neighbor.  The fourth commandment follows along the 

trajectory of worshipping God alone by finding him to be our sole Savior, receiving from 

him, deflecting praise from ourselves and begins to show what kind of lifestyle facilitates 

these things.  It lays down a pattern, a schedule, a routine.  In short, what it calls us to is 

just this: live in simple rhythm. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Rule 
 Let’s begin by familiarizing ourselves with the actual text.  What does it say?  

Covering vv. 8-11, the fourth commandment contains the greatest amount of words of 

any of the Ten Commandments.  It can be broken down like this: the rule, reflection on 

the rule, and the reason for the rule. 

 First off, what’s the rule?  “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy” (v. 8).  

This commandment and the next (#5) are the only two of the ten that are given to us 

initially in the positive format – “Do this” instead of “Don’t do this” (although as we’ve 

said before that doesn’t really matter much because when something is prohibited it’s 

opposite is commanded and when something is commanded it’s opposite is also 

prohibited, as we’ll see is the case in the further reflection that’s offered on this rule). 

But put positively, the command is to remember.  Now to remember something, 

especially something like an important day, doesn’t just imply cognitive recognition.  
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What does it mean to remember your wedding anniversary?  It involves some kind of 

concrete demonstration. 

Here it’s remember the Sabbath day.  Sabbath is essentially an untranslated 

Hebrew word that means to cease, to rest.  God says, “Remember your weekly day of 

rest.” 

How?  “By keeping it holy.”  Remember to sanctify it; to set it apart from the 

other days for special use.  It’s a day you cease from your routine and do something 

different. 

So that’s the rule: observe and protect this special day of rest.  God knows we so 

easily forget, we tend to get caught up in our pursuits, but it’s so important we remember.  

Thus the command, for, as Eugene Peterson points out, “Nothing less than a command 

has the power to intervene in the vicious, accelerating, self-perpetuating cycle of faithless 

and graceless busy-ness.”
3
 

 

The Reflection 
 Next we get a little more reflection on what this rule is all about.  Verse 9 says, 

“Six days you shall labor and do all your work.”  Don’t miss that work is validated here.  

Work is not bad.  There was work before the fall of the world and there will be work after 

it’s completely restored.  In the meantime, work is something we are called to do even 

though it’s often frustrating.  But it’s still a noble pursuit.  Whatever you hear me saying 

this morning, please don’t hear me saying that we should be lazy.  The Bible is pro-hard 

work (cf. Eph. 4:28; 2Thess. 3:10). 

 But our work must be limited.  “But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your 

God” (v. 10a).  Did you notice that there’s that tender phrase “the Lord your God” again?  

He is your Redeemer, your Savior, your source of Security and Status, your God; not 

your work.  Here also we get the idea of a seven day week.  Six days for labor, the 

seventh for leisure, start over again.  The seventh day is the Sabbath, the day of rest.  “On 

it you shall not do any work” (v. 10b).  That’s putting the initially positive command 

negatively. 

 It goes on to elaborate – “Neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your 

manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates” (v. 10c).  

Wow.  There’s a lot to extrapolate from that.  First, in the expansiveness of the 

prohibition we see the seriousness with which this is to be taken.  We also see the 

overarching humanitarian nature of this command – God wants everyone to take a break.  

Another thing is that there’s the equal protection under the law of both genders – male 

and female.  There’s the call for workers’ rights.  There’s even a call for animal rights.  

And there’s immigrant justice.  These are issues important to God.  Here we also see that 

it’s not enough simply for us to look out for ourselves but, as much as it’s in our power, 

to care for others. 

 This further reflection on the rule of remembering the Sabbath shows that God 

has in mind for the basic structure of the Hebrew society a week comprised of six days of 

work followed by one day of complete ceasing. 

 

The Reason 
 Now the reason or ground for this rule is given in v. 11 – “For in six days the 

Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the 
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seventh day.  Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.”  God built 

this pattern right into the very fabric of the creation.  The six on – one off system is 

imprinted on the foundation of the cosmos.  It’s the primordial beat of the universe. 

 Furthermore God’s saying that he is the Creator of the universe and therefore the 

rightful Interpreter of how to live in it.  And God is saying that he himself is a God of 

rest, not a God of frenzy.  Made in his image we humans are to care for the creation in a 

way that reflects God’s glory.  When we disregard this Sabbath principle we essentially 

say, “We can run this world better than God.  He was a wimp; he needed a break; we 

don’t.  Finding rest in him is not as rewarding as finding pleasure in our own 

accomplishments.”  Ignoring the Sabbath principle, we essentially disregard God and try 

to be God. 

 I need to point out one other thing and that is that this appeal to God as Creator 

here provides the one glaring discrepancy between this version of the Ten 

Commandments found in Exodus 20 and the one found later Deuteronomy 5 (you know 

they’re found two places in the Bible right?).  Here the reason given for the Sabbath 

command is creation; well there the reason given is redemption – “Remember the 

Sabbath… work six rest one… for the Lord your God brought you out of Egypt with a 

mighty hand.”  Together we see that somehow keeping this commandment is a multi-

layered acknowledgement that God is the all-sufficient Maker and Savior of the world.  

Breaking the Sabbath pattern is an outright or more often subtle denial of his Makership 

and Saviorship. 

 

The Rhythm 
 Okay, that’s the text, now let’s begin to unpack this a bit more.  I’ve talked about 

some of these principles several times before.  When we were in Genesis and looking at 

the Creation account and the seventh day I did a comprehensive study of the purpose of 

the Sabbath.  We talked about it some in Ephesians on work and time management.  We 

even talked about rest and the Sabbath explicitly in Exodus 16 just a couple months ago 

where we saw that how well you rest is a test of how much you trust and I gave some 

really practical admonishment. 

I don’t want to merely repeat myself again today.  I want to take a bit of a 

different angle, a wider angle with this.  When I look at this commandment, more than 

just a specific treatment of work and rest I see first of all a bigger prescription for an 

overall approach to life, a call to live a life that is somewhat monotonous.  Let me try to 

explain. 

In our culture today we’ve become obsessed with pursuing our dreams.  From 

early grade school where everyone was celebrated as being wonderfully special with 

something unique to offer to the world to graduation speeches where we’re told that our 

destiny is to go out and change the world, I think we’ve been sold a bill of goods.  I think 

we’ve been duped into a tragically unhealthy lifestyle.  Or perhaps it’s just that our 

ancient ambition to be like God combined with the situation of modern culture has caused 

us to be consumed with pursuing personal fulfillment, flitting about trying to make our 

mark on the world and being discontent with and finding utterly contemptible the idea of 

an unglamorous job, living in a ho-hum house with a 30 year fixed mortgage that we’ve 

just about paid off.  Whatever it is, our culture is not at rest.  We’re caught up in 

acquisitiveness, frantically climbing the ladder of success, or frustrated at glass ceilings 
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and dead ends, looking for the next move that will free us from the mundane and fulfill 

our dreams. 

 It seems to me that what God is calling for here in the verses comprising the 

fourth commandment is something quite simple… and yet radical (especially in our city-

center setting) – and that is a lifestyle that’s characterized as steady.  Grind it out six days 

a week.  Take a day off.  Then go back to work for six, rest one, work six, rest one, work 

six, rest one…  Plodding is a good word.  Ordinary.  Unspectacular.  In some ways 

unproductive.  You see: we tend to live in spurts and flashes with delusions of grandeur 

fueling binges followed by purgings.  In these verses God seems to be calling us to slow 

down and live in simple rhythm. 

 Everybody’s sprinting for stardom.  But remember the hare and the tortoise?  

Slow and steady wins the race.  Did you ever think that your life could have a greater 

impact if you settled down, lived in the same neighborhood for ever, stayed married to 

the same person for till death do you part, worked at the same company till they forced 

you to retire, paid off your debts, played with your kids in the evenings, invested in 

people around a dinner table, became a pillar in the community, learned to be content?  

Basketball coaching legend John Wooden died last month at the age of 99 and everyone 

marveled at how steady and loyal and unassuming his life was.  He had one college 

coaching job for 28 years, was married to one woman for 53 years, and lived in one city 

for 61 years in a modest condo.  He was a plodder.  And from what I’ve heard, he was 

also a Christian. 

 You’re holding up an example of someone who became famous!  Yes, John 

Wooden achieved greatness, but really it came to him in the midst of his faithfulness.  

Some people will be great.  But not everybody can or should be.  And nobody should 

aspire to be!  Remember Jesus’ words, “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all” 

(Mk. 9:35; ESV), and, “Many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be 

first” (Mt. 19:30).  We’re all like this, aren’t we?  Yesterday Andrea and I drove through 

Dixon, IL, and stopped at the boyhood home of Ronald Reagan and I left thinking to 

myself, “I wonder what they would do with my boyhood home after I’m gone…”  I read 

this description recently in a biography, about a theologian who happened to be very 

influential.  He described himself “like a man climbing in the darkness a winding 

staircase in the steeple of an ancient cathedral.  In the blackness he reached out to steady 

himself, and his hand laid hold of a rope.  He was startled to hear the clanging of a bell.”
4
  

If you are to be the next ______, resolve to reluctantly stumble into it as you persistently 

pursue the Lord’s fame and not your own. 

 I’m not saying settle for mediocrity.  I’m not trying to squelch all ambition, just 

selfish ambition.  I’m not endorsing the lazy, small minded, pathetic, passionless, 

existence that many others today are lulled into.  I want to be, I want you to be, the third 

commandment calls us to be swept up in a passionate pursuit, a grand endeavor – the 

glorious kingdom of God.  There is something BIG to live for, thrilling, inspiring, 

riveting, purposeful.  There is an epic story we can be a part of.  It’s way BIGGER than 

you can fathom.  But it’s for God’s glory, and not your own. 

 And the way you magnify God’s glory is to live in simple rhythm.  Be content to 

live a simple life with faith in a big story.  That’s what makes God look great.  We don’t 

want to waste our lives, we want him to be magnified, but I really believe that he gets the 

most glory when grand things happen through simple people.  It’s like the Triune God is 
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masterfully conducting and performing the grandest symphony with movements of minor 

keys, repetitious refrains, but one that ultimately crescendos into a spine-tingling, eternal 

finale.  And we are given a triangle to play six beats, silent on the seventh.  That’s it.  For 

some reason, though, we want to be something like Will Ferrell with the cowbell.  If we 

can live in the simple rhythm of the Sabbath, the lifestyle prescribed by the fourth 

commandment we will be controlled, reined in, inhibited from living to make a name for 

ourselves and instead make a name for God. 

 Weekly Sabbath rest is a check on worldly ambition (cf. Amos 8:4-6).  Have you 

thought of it that way?  You can accomplish and achieve so much more if there were no 

limitations on you.  But God pulls us back, calls us to be content with the simple rhythm.  

For someone in ministry we can have dreams of a dream church and ambitions for 

winning a city and starting a movement.  We can easily be driven by a need to make our 

agenda for the church happen.  It’s so easy to let ‘ministry’ take over and feel justified in 

never taking a break because we’re doing it for God… but are we?  Rather, what God is 

glorified in more is a pastor who can sleep knowing Christ’s Church cannot fail even if 

his local manifestation ostensibly does.  God is glorified less by self-touting, smug, 

showy successes than steady as she goes, faithful, plodding, preaching the Word week in 

and week out churches, that may not look polished or be perfect, that may appear foolish 

and weak in many ways, but is comprised of people who trust God’s Spirit not man’s 

ingenuity, who live simple yet content lives, who are faithful over the long haul and not 

just a flash in the pan of naïve enthusiasm, who weep and pray and rejoice together 

through life’s vicissitudes, and leave the results up to God. 

 For someone in the corporate world it means setting goals and being committed to 

excellence, but perhaps turning down promotions that infringe on family.  Those of you 

in academics can no doubt publish a whole lot more if you didn’t take a day off, but look 

at those who live like that?  How many marriages have they had?  What are they really 

living for – the common good or their curriculum vitae?  Caregivers may feel like their 

lives are pointless changing diapers and not using their degree but it’s a beautiful thing.  

This is countercultural in our city, I know.  But God is glorified not by Christian rock 

stars, but everyday heroes (cf. Jer. 29). 

Listen: if you don’t Sabbath, often God will force you to.  That’s what happened 

with the Land in the OT and the exile – God was imposing a rest on the land and making 

up for the accrual of skipped Sabbaths.  I know an over-worked pastor who ended up in 

the hospital and he told me, “He maketh me to lie down…” 

 I’m beckoning you to worship the one true God truly, making his name glorious 

and not your own, which means being content with obscurity, not laboring to achieve a 

success that fades and is gone in a moment, but seeking to enter the eternal Sabbath rest 

of God prepared for those who are consumed and contented with him. 

 We live in a volatile time.  It used to be that thousands of generations lived and 

died in the same era, the same age.  Life for your grandfather was the same as life for 

your father was the same as life for you and you could expect would be the same as life 

for your children and grandchildren.  The world did change that much or that fast.  But 

over time great periods of history began to come and go faster and faster to the point now 

that the world changes every few years or so.  And so several epochal shifts can happen 

within one human lifespan.  It makes for confusion, scatteredness, and a never ending 

struggle to find your place in this world.  What Scripture is calling us to is to find our 



7 

place in the metanarrative that spans every age and time, the overarching story of 

Creation – Fall – Redemption – New Creation that stands over all the passing fads and 

eons of time.  The way we do that is to keep in simple rhythm. 

 We can travel anywhere we want.  We can have our own Youtube channel.  We 

have more options than ever before.  We have more degrees than Fahrenheit.  We’re 

pumped full of self-esteem.  We’re presented with the lifestyles of the rich and famous at 

every grocery store check-out aisle.  But we’re also more stressed out than ever before, 

more medicated, more confused.  All of us have deep scratches on our records.  We have 

issues.  Ministry in churches is much more complex than maybe ever before because 

more people have deeply embedded issues. 

I don’t want to oversimplify, but I think a lot of our problems in life stem from a 

lack of stability and regularity.  Therefore, I think in many ways the answer to people’s 

problems is not some major intervention or crisis counseling or hyped-up, life-changing 

program, but rather helping them to get into a groove.  Get up every day at the same time 

and go to work.  Come home tired and sleep 8 hours.  Take one day off a week to go to 

church.  Rinse and repeat.  Get into weekly rhythms of work, rest, relationships.  For 

example, the greatest spiritual growth may not come from seeking mountain top 

experiences or discovering some amazing principle or key, but through 40 years of going 

to the same church every single Sunday. 

 

The Lord’s Day 

 Which leads me to the second thing I see here.  The first is an overall lifestyle of 

balanced, steady, rhythm.  The second is the safeguarding of one day a week for holy use.  

The Sabbath day in the OT was to be more than just a day of rest.  The Israelites were to 

“keep it holy” and to make it be a day “to the Lord.”  Leviticus 23:3 explains, “There are 

six days when you may work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of rest, a day of sacred 

assembly.”  This was a day to reassemble with God’s people, a picture of what God’s 

redemption has accomplished – a new community – and a prefiguring of the great 

assembling that will take place in the age to come. 

 This function has shifted in the NT to the first day of the week instead of the 

seventh.  As B.B. Warfield said, “Christ took the Sabbath into the grave with him and 

brought the Lord’s Day out of the grave with him on the resurrection morn.”
5
  We now 

gather on Sunday, the Lord’s Day, in commemoration of the New Creation of God 

inaugurated in Christ’s resurrection and the New Exodus, the ultimate redemption 

accomplished in Christ’s work.  We gather together as the redeemed people of God to 

worship by hearing his Word, we are stirred by his glory, we set aside and curtail our 

own vain pursuits.  And we are reminded again and again; we remember that our lives 

aren’t about acquisitiveness or about self-fulfillment, about leaving our legacy, about 

making our case for significance, but about him and what he’s done.  We are part of this 

bigger story that will culminate in an unending, unbroken, uninhibited Sabbath rest. 

 Oh, it may seem like such a waste of time.  Couldn’t we be advancing the 

kingdom more effectively out there doing something?  Or aren’t there just better things to 

do than this?  My 3 ½ year old told me just this morning that she had too much stuff to do 

to come to church.  Where did that come from?!  When Bill Gates was asked why he 

didn’t believe in God he said, “Just in terms of allocation of time resources, religion is 

not very efficient.  There’s a lot more I could be doing on a Sunday morning.”
6
  But 
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there’s nothing better than to sit at the Lord’s feet and listen to him, to gaze upon his 

beauty, to bask in his love.  Better is one day in church than a thousand elsewhere.  The 

best life is a life lived in the simple rhythm of Sundays culminating in the day when “we 

will be with the Lord forever” (1Thess. 4:17). 

 The fourth commandment is a strong call for safeguarding the Lord’s Day as a 

day to come and worship God.  “Sunday should not be a second Saturday every week.”
7
  

In fact, as the Puritan Thomas Watson advised, “When Saturday evening approaches, 

sound a retreat; call your minds off from the world and summon your thoughts together, 

to think of the great work of the approaching day…. Evening preparation will be like the 

tuning of an instrument, it will fit the heart better for the duties of the ensuing Sabbath.”
8
  

This is to be the highlight of your week, the stabilizing mechanism to your life, the 

anchor, the recalibration, the time when you get to hear again what is really real, where 

you gain proper perspective on your life.  Yet sadly, as Leland Ryken points out, most of 

us “worship our work, work at our play, and play at our worship.”
9
 

 

The Lord’s Table 
I realize life is complicated, I’m just saying sometimes we complicate things.  I’m 

not trying to rub your nose in anything, to guilt you into religious observance.  I want to 

entice you with the Savior’s words, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, 

and I will give you rest” (Mt. 11:28).  Have you ever noticed that great times of rest and 

relaxation always involve food?  It’s the same here.  Free food.  The Lord’s Table.  Jesus 

wants to nourish us on the gospel – his work on our behalf.  Martin Luther said that “the 

spiritual rest which God especially intends in this commandment is that we not only cease 

from our labor and trade but much more – that we let God alone work in us and that in all 

our powers we do nothing of our own.”
10

 

That’s the gospel – we do nothing on our own.  Feasting on this gospel, 

remembering him, receiving the verdict that you are a vain, idolatrous, traitor, and 

receiving the pardon that comes by Christ’s body broken and blood shed in your place is 

true rest. 

Recently the Wall Street Journal ran an article entitled, “Why Relaxing is Hard 

Work”
11

  It reported that “only 53% of working Americans say they come back feeling 

rested and rejuvenated after vacation, and 30% say they have trouble coping with work 

stress while they’re away.” 

 

“The hard worker in the office is dreaming about being on the ski slope.  

The workaholic is on the ski slope dreaming about being in the office,” 

says Bryan E. Robinson, author of “Chained to the Desk, a Guidebook for 

Workaholics.”  He says true workaholics are driven less by real workplace 

demands than by low self-esteem and fear of inadequacy.”  They bring all 

those feelings with them on vacation, along with added guilt of being 

away. 

 

“For a lot of workaholics, work alleviates anxiety, and when you are not 

working, the anxiety bubbles up,” says Dr. Robinson, who says that he 

used to pretend to rest – and secretly work instead – while his family went 
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to the beach.  “It calmed me down, like a drink calms an alcoholic,” he 

says. 

 

 Isn’t that the case?  We have a fear of inadequacy, nagging guilt, incessant 

anxiety and we look to things like work to save us while they only enslave us.  The article 

ends with a very interesting suggestion from Dr. Robinson for dealing with this, “Work 

on not working…  With five minutes to think, ask yourself, ‘Why do I work this way?  

Why am I rushing?’  Most of us keep judging ourselves all the time, workaholics 

especially.  It’s never enough.  Examine those feelings.  They might lead you to 

enlightenment.”  I’m not sure what he means by enlightenment, but it does behoove us to 

examine our hearts and recognize that it’s true about everything else – “It’s never 

enough.”  But Jesus is enough.  We come here every Sunday to hear that. 

 

Benediction 
May God grant you peace and contentment as you make it your ambition to lead a quiet 

life to his loud praise. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 4, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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