REST AND WORSHIP

Text: Ex 20:8-11 
Heidelberg Catechism LD 38
Readings: Ex 31:12-18; Is58:13-14; Matt 12:1-14.
Theme: On the Sunday we are to rest from our usual work so that we may worship God.


For most New Zealanders the Sunday carries no specific significance, it is not a special day and certainly not a holy day. For many this day has become the main day for sports and/or for shopping. For some retailers Sunday is their busiest day. Some Christian commentators have rightly pointed out that the shopping malls are the cathedrals of the post-modern age; that is where people go to worship the god of materialism!

You may also have heard it observed that when it rains in the world it drips in the church. That is a great danger with our attitude to the Sunday; the people of the world have no respect for the Sunday as a day of rest and worship, and that respect is declining amongst Christians. We are inclined to adopt the attitude of the world. This makes it all the more important for us to consider this command carefully and seriously. We are going to consider two principles, one is rest and the other is worship.

1. God commands us to REST.

a. This is based on the rest of God. 
"For in six days God made the earth, the sea and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day." (Ex 20:11) 
He did not need to rest on the seventh day; he did not rest because he was tired, or weary. Nor does his rest mean that he became inactive or idle, because since then he has been upholding and maintaining his creation.
He rested because he had finished his work and then chose to enjoy what he had made. He wanted to celebrate what he had done, to delight in the works of his hands. 

b. This is a pattern for our rest. 
"Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy." (v 11) 
He "blessed" this day; that means he favoured this day. And he made it "holy", which means that he set it apart as special, different, unique among the days of the week. 
God intended that the pattern of his creation be a pattern for our activity in His world.  
This is to be the rhythm of life for mankind. People should work six days and then have one day of rest. This is a framework for life, a structure built into the created order.  

This command was given to the people of Israel soon after they had come out of Egypt. For a few hundred years they had not enjoyed a Sabbath rest, no holy days, no day set aside to worship their God. They had to work, seven days a week, 365 days of the year. When Moses repeated these commands to Israel 40 years later, just before they entered the promised land, he reminded them; “Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the Lord brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the Lord your God has commanded you to observe the Sabbath day." (Deut 5:15)

c. The Sabbath is to be a day of rest, although the day has changed.

God rested on the seventh day. That day was called the 'Sabbath', a word that comes from the Hebrew word 'rest'. The people of Israel ended their week with a day of rest because they were anticipating the rest that would come with the Messiah. God taught them to look forward to the coming of the One he had promised who would bring in his kingdom and peace and rest. 

Now Jesus has come; he has established his kingdom; he promises peace to all who believe in him; he offers rest to those who are weary and burdened. "Peace and rest" are pictures of salvation. He can offer all this to us because he won that salvation with his death on the cross. He confirmed that with his resurrection on the first day of the week, our Sunday. 

The resurrection of our Lord marked a new beginning, the end of the Old covenant and the beginning of the New. We are living in a new age, we are living in these last days. 

In recognition of this great change the New Testament church began to worship God on the first day of the week. (Acts 20:7; 1Cor 16:2) They called this "the Lord's Day". (Rev 1:10) This has been the pattern of the church since then for 2000 years. Each Sunday again we celebrate the resurrection of the Lord! 
One of our hymns expresses it with these words;
On thee at the creation, 
The light first had it's birth;
On thee for our salvation, 
Christ rose from depths of earth. (PH 321)

Although the day of rest has changed the principle continues; for one day in seven we are to rest from our usual work. 

d. As we apply this to ourselves there are two possible dangers.

i. One is that we tie up the day in rules and regulations as the Pharisees did. They had over 1500 man-made commands that related to the Sabbath. 
They drew up 39 categories of work and then subdivided these main categories into further groups. One category of work that was forbidden was carrying a burden. But what is a burden? Is carrying a child a burden? No, said the scribes, but if your child was carrying a stone while you were carrying him then you were carrying a burden! You can see how ridiculous this became. We don't want to get caught up in legalism and do’s and don'ts about what we can and can't do.

ii. But we could fall into the opposite danger and not take this command seriously. 

In Jeremiah's day the people of Judah did as they pleased on the Sabbath; it was all business as usual in their homes and in their workplaces; they carried loads in and out of the gates of the city. (Jer 17:21f) 

Isaiah also warned Israel against this because in his day also the people were breaking the Sabbath, doing as they pleased and going their own way. (Is 58:13ff)

And even after the exile the people of Israel fell back into the same sin of trading on the Sabbath and buying and selling and traveling so that Nehemiah had to close the gates of the city and send the traders away. (Neh 13) 

e. Let’s apply this to our own situation.
 
i. God wants you to work six days and rest on one. This takes some planning. It means you have to complete your work in those six days. You may have to work harder, or faster, or smarter, or longer on those six days so that you can rest on the Sunday. 
It also means that by Saturday afternoon or evening you must be winding up what you have been busy with and putting things away so that you can rest properly. 
The Westminster Confession talks about people "ordering their common affairs beforehand." (21,8) Do you do that? Do you plan ahead so that you can rest properly on the Sunday?

ii. Resting means a mental as well as a physical rest. It is possible to keep this command in a technical sense but ignore its real intent. You could cease from your labour in a physical sense but spend your whole Sunday thinking and planning the next week in your mind. That goes against the spirit of this command.  

iii. And this command also applies to students. Your work is what you usually do during the week, which is to study. If you are a student at school or at university or polytech then the Lord commands that you rest from this study on the Sunday. Again that takes some planning and you may have to work harder those six days of the week so you can do this. But this command applies to you as much as to any of us. 

iv. It has become common for Christians to fly on a Sunday, both in domestic and international. Obviously this causes many other people to work on the Sunday, but it often means that they cannot attend worship, and they may prevent others from attending worship because they have to drop them off or pick them up. 
The Pharisees had many man-made regulations about traveling on the Sabbath. We don’t want to multiply rules and regulations, but we do need to think about the application of this command to our use of the Lord’s Day.

f. There are some exceptions to this command.

i. There are works of necessity that must be done. Essential services must continue on: firemen, policemen, doctors and nurses all need to be rostered on. Farmers need to feed their animals and people need to run the city's water works and electrical supply. Families still need to be fed and so meals must be provided. All of these are works of necessity.

ii. The Scriptures also commend works of mercy on the Lord's Day. Jesus allowed for pulling a sheep out of a pit on the Sabbath. He healed people on the Sabbath. So we too may do good deeds on the Sunday that are helpful to others. We can use this day to visit those in hospital, or in prison, or who are lonely, and so extend the compassion of Christ to those around us.  

g. The great benefit of this command is that you can have a day of rest without feeling guilty because you are doing what God wants you do to! There is a wonderful freedom in God's law. Unbelievers don't have this freedom. They feel that have to be out there in the garden, or at their books, or doing some overtime at the office. But as believers we can work hard six days and then take one day free from our work and study and enjoy that day!

2. The other important aspect of this command is WORSHIP. We rest in order to worship. Our rest ought to promote our worship, not detract from it. If your rest on the Sunday keeps you from meeting with God's people or distracts you from that then something is going wrong.

Let’s consider three reasons for corporate worship.

a. First, We worship to keep our focus on God.

i. Our lives must be theo-centric, God-centred, and our worship on Sundays helps us keep this clear perspective.

Many of you wear glasses. Sometimes you forget to clean them and they get dirty, but you don't always realise it. Then objects are not as clear as they were. After you have cleaned your glasses you have a clearer vision.
It's like that with our faith. During the week our vision of God gets blurred and fuzzy. Sunday worship allows us to polish the glasses of our faith giving us clearer spiritual sight.

This is why the Heidelberg Catechism develops, as an implication of this commandment, that "the gospel ministry and education for it be maintained." The church needs pastors to teach us about God. The reading and preaching of God’s word extends our knowledge and understanding of who God is. Therefore we need a gospel ministry and seminaries and colleges to train men for this ministry. Usually the preaching of God’s word takes place in the worship services on the Sunday. We need this day of rest and worship for our spiritual good.

ii. There is a story of African guides who were showing some European visitors through Africa. On the first day they broke camp and got organised and set off; they did this on the second day, and on the third day again, and so on for six days. But on the seventh day the guides made no move to travel. The tourists asked; "What's going on? Why aren't we packing up?!" The guides replied; "We no travel today; today we let our souls catch up with our bodies." All of us also need a day to let our souls catch up with our bodies. You need a day of rest, physically and spiritually. 

iii. There is another story of a miner showing a visitor through his mines. He showed him his mules which worked deep in the mine all week. He explained that he brought them out one day a week to stop them from going blind. 
It's like that for us; without these weekly times together we would go spiritually blind. We need to worship to keep our focus on God.

b. Second, we need to worship to be encouraged by other believers. The church cannot exist without getting together, without assembling. 

The enemies of the church understand this better than its members. Anti-Christian governments are not bothered by a Christian's private and personal devotions, but they do not want Christians getting together for worship. Christians in many Muslim countries are not allowed to gather together on Sundays. Yet they still do, even at the risk of being caught and put in prison and tortured and killed. 

They do this in obedience to God’s command. In the letter of Hebrews we read; "Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another.” (Heb 10:25) All through the history of the church Christians have assembled together to worship God. 
We need to do the same; do not give this up. We need each other as members of the body of Christ, as brothers and sisters in the same family. 

Many of us don't appreciate corporate worship until it is taken away from us. You may not appreciate your mother's cooking until she gets sick and your father ends up cooking or, even worse, you have to do it! Many young people don't really appreciate their family and their home until they move away and have to fend for themselves. In the same way many Christians don't appreciate being able to go to church until they are prevented from doing so.

c. Third, we gather for worship to be equipped to serve God in the week to come.
As we live in the world during the week it is easy to lose our sense of perspective; it is easy to forget about God and to get off the track and to let things slip.
Coming together on Sunday and hearing God's word reminds us that we are called to serve God, not just in worship, but in all of life; not just in church, but where ever we go.

One prayer for the Sunday asks; "Grant us this day such a blessing through your worship, that the days which follow it may be spent in your favour." The weekly remembrance of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus gives us opportunity to rest from our work and gather together for worship that the days which follow it may be spent in God's favour. 

“Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.” 

Amen

