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“The 4th Commandment – Part 2”      Text – Exodus 20:8-11       NT Reading – Colossians 2:6-23


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
It was a couple of Sunday’s ago that we took our first look at the fourth commandment.  
And you might remember that we began by noting that the fourth commandment is perhaps the most contentious commandment of them all.  Is it still binding, or is it not?  Saturday or Sunday?  What can or can’t I do on this day?

And we also noted that the two confessional articles that address the fourth commandment appear to have different ‘flavours,’ so to speak.  
The Westminster Confession of Faith article appears to be very prescriptive and limiting in terms of Sabbath observance, whereas the Heidelberg article appears to be a little ‘broader’ in how it approaches the question of Sabbath observance.

And yet, having said this, the assertion that I made at the beginning of that sermon was that these confessional articles have far more in common than many would suggest.  
In fact, we are very well served by having both of them and being able to sit them beside each other as we consider the church’s reflection on the teachings of the Word of God.

But our focus for both that sermon and this one, though, was not on the articles themselves but on that well know passage of the Bible where the fourth commandment is first laid out; Exodus 20:8-11.  Please turn there, with me, again.
  
Now, those of you present last time will recall that in these verses God calls His people to a holy rest.  And the two ways that He does this are by spelling out the requirement for holy rest in vv8-10, and by stating the reason for holy rest in v11.

And we began our consideration of this passage by looking at the reason for holy rest in v11.
And we did so, because the reason God calls His people to a holy rest is so critical to our understanding of the fourth commandment.  
Unless we understand the reason, we are not really ready to consider the requirement.  

So, now for the memory test.  And this is open to young and old.  

	There were three aspects to the reason for holy rest that we considered.  Who can tell me the first one?  
	Creation.  It’s the most obvious reason because it is the reason spelled out in v11.  
	As the people of the Lord, we are to observe a holy rest because this is the pattern of creation; just as God worked six days and rested on the seventh, so we are to work six days and rest one day.  
	Well, what was the second reason?  Redemption.  
	From Deuteronomy 5, where the commandments are restated, we saw that there, the reason given for observing a holy rest is redemption from Egypt.  The Israelites were to rest as a reminder that they had been redeemed from slavery in Egypt.  

And even though we, as NT Christians, have not been physically redeemed from Egypt, we have been spiritually redeemed from slavery to sin.  
	So, really speaking, we have even greater reason to observe this holy rest, for we enjoy the reality of what redemption from Egypt pointed forward to; redemption from sin in the Lord Jesus Christ.  
	OK.  Creation and redemption then.  Well, what was the third reason for observing holy rest?  The eschatological reason.  
	From Hebrews 4, we saw that the Sabbath rest, right from creation, pointed God’s people forward to the rest of heaven.  
	We live and work on earth, always looking forward to the rest and joy of heaven.	  
	And we need to be reminded of this every week.


And so, the reason that we are to observe a holy rest is because of the creation pattern, because we have been redeemed from slavery to sin, and as a foretaste of the rest of heaven.

So let’s turn our attention then to the requirement for holy rest in vv8-10.

And what we are going to do is to consider the requirement for holy rest in terms of the OT people of God, and then consider the requirement for holy rest in terms of us as the NT people of God.

So firstly then, we consider the requirement for holy rest in terms of the OT people of God.

And let’s do this by again recalling the immediate scene before us in these verses.  
God’s chosen people have been rescued from Egypt.  For 430 years, since Jacob left Canaan for Egypt, Egypt has been their home.  Now though, God has brought them out and is revealing His covenant law to them at Sinai.  He wants them to learn and to know how to be the covenant people of God; how they may live as His separated, distinctive, holy people.  
And His fourth law word to them is “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.”

Well, let’s have a look then at some of the words that he sets before them.  
Firstly, “remember.”
The Hebrew word for remember is tsacoor.  And it doesn’t mean, “See if you can remember…”
No, it means, Force your self to do!  It means, Make yourself observe!  It means, Cause yourself to honour!  
When God saw His people’s suffering in Egypt, Exodus 2:24 tells us that “He remembered his covenant with Abraham (same word).”  And He didn’t just go, “Oh yes, that’s right!  I remember making that promise to Abraham!”  No, remembering His covenant meant He acted on His promise.  
Likewise, in Numbers 15:40, God says to His people, Make tassles on your garments for “then you will remember to obey all my commands.”  
So, “remember” means observe, honour, and do.  

And what exactly are they to observe, honour, and do?  Well, they are to observe, honour, and do the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.”  
And “holy” means set apart, and taken from common use and put to special use. 
So to keep the Sabbath day holy meant setting it apart from the other six.

And then we see how this was to be done.  God said, “Six days you shall labour 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, neither you, nor your [household].”  
You see, the word “Sabbath” means rest.  It means to cease and desist.  
So, to keep the Sabbath, what the Israelites had to do was stop their daily work.  
They had to cease their daily labour.  
They had to desist and rest from their jobs.  
But not only them.  They also had to provide the same opportunity to rest for their whole household, including their animals, and those foreigners who were in the land. 
Everyone and everything had to rest from work. 

But perhaps the most important question, though, as far as our interest in this passage today is concerned, is Why?  Why was this so?  Why did God want them to take one day in seven to rest from their work?  
Well, we have already seen that ultimately there were creation reasons, redemption reasons, and eschatological reasons, just as there are for us as NT Christians.  
But we know that because we have the whole of the Bible to aid our understanding of that.  
These OT believers had only the Torah; the first five books of the OT.  

So turn with me please to Genesis 1:28.  
There, as Adam and Eve are created, God says, “Be fruitful and increase in number, fill the earth and subdue it.”  
Now, if we had to summarize God’s command to them with one word, what word might that be?  Work.  God commanded them to work!  

But then what did God do?  Genesis 2:1 says, “On the seventh day, He rested from all His work.  And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it He rested from all the work of creating that He had done.”  
So after creating Adam and Eve, and commanding them to work, God institutes the day of rest.  
As one commentator says, “Before man could begin his work in this world, he had to spend a day in worship.  First he had to remember the Sabbath; then he could go to work for God.”  
Now, isn’t that beautiful!  Even there in the Garden of Eden, for man, the day of rest comes first, and then the work begins!  

But then we fast forward to Genesis 3 and the Fall.  
And we all know what happens there.  Adam and Eve reject God’s Word, and embrace the devil’s word, and sin corrupts the whole of creation.  

And notice, particularly, what it corrupts in terms of the consequences of sin that God points out to Adam in Genesis 3:17-19, “Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.  18 It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.  19 By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground.”  
And so now, the joy of creative and pleasurable work as masters of God’s magnificent and perfect creation is replaced by the curse of grinding, sweat producing, repetitive, weed-thwarted, toilsome, and bone-wearying grunt of plain hard work.  

And this, as far as the OT people of God were concerned was what the fourth commandment was all about.  Rest from the curse of hard work.  
For that is what Exodus 20:8-10 says!  On the Sabbath you are to stop work.  
Essentially, God says to His people, In order for you to look forward to the Messiah that I have promised, I want you to rest from your labours.  
I want you to enjoy one day at the end of every seven, where you can temporarily be free of the curse that rests on your labour.  
And through this regular rest, you will longingly look forward to the One who will give you complete rest.  

And this, brothers and sisters, was why Sabbath breaking was punishable by death in the OT.  For any Israelite who worked on the Sabbath was saying that he preferred the curse of work above the promise of salvation.  

And so, by way of summary, the character of the Sabbath for OT believers was grounded in rest from daily work.  

However, I am sure you can see why this could only ever be a temporary character.  The rest of the OT and the early part of the NT reveals why something much better in terms of Sabbath observance was so necessary.  
For the wrongful logic of sinful man interpreted this command to mean that the perfect Sabbath keeper was the one who did not move a single muscle on the Sabbath day. 
And you can see the logic, as wrong as it is, in that idea can’t you.  If God wants us to cease from our work, we obey Him most perfectly when we do as little as possible!

And so, according to the Pharisees, the man or woman or child who lay in bed and did not move was the perfect Sabbath keeper!  
But knowing that this was hardly realistic or possible, Sabbath keeping came to be about long lists of how many steps you could take before it qualified as work, or how many seeds you could plant before it qualified as work.  

And it was this mentality that caused Jesus to have so many confrontations with the Pharisees about the Sabbath.

But more importantly, this mentality reveals, just as the OT consistently reveals, that something more was needed beyond law-keeping.
And that ‘something more’ was Jesus Christ; the Law Keeper!

So let’s turn now to our second point, and the requirement for holy rest in terms of us as the NT people of God.

	But let me first offer a brief word of explanation about why we are approaching the fourth commandment in this way.  And I do this so that we all understand that we are not suggesting that the OT is not relevant for us today as NT Christians.  That is not the case at all!  Instead, we need to remember that God’s Word is a word of progressive revelation.  
	You see the Bible is not a collection of unrelated stories.  It is one story that advances from Genesis through to Revelation.  
	And this is why we sometimes call the Bible His-Story; not history, but His-Story; meaning the story of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
	For the story of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ does not begin in Matthew 1 as the Angel came to Mary.  No, the story of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ begins in Genesis 1:1.   


	But in Genesis 1:1, it is what we might call a ‘hazy’ story; a story of types, and shadows, and promises, and analogies that all point forward to something or someone.  
	But as you continue on through the Bible, the story becomes clearer and clearer.  


	And yet, it is equally true that is only as we read of the actual, physical, coming of the Lord Jesus Christ in the NT, that we are able to understand and interpret the types, shadows, promises, and analogies of the OT.  


	Thus, Jesus is the interpretive key that unlocks our understanding of the way Genesis 1:1 connects with Revelation 22:21.  
	It is only through Jesus that we can understand the rest of the Bible.


	And we may say this for certain, especially in relation to the 10 commandments, because of something that Jesus Himself said in Matthew 5:17.  
	He said, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them.”
	And this means, as we have just seen, that in relation to the fourth commandment,

 
OT Christians kept the commandment as they looked forward to Christ coming to fulfil it, while we as NT Christians keep the commandment as we embrace the Christ who came to fulfil it.  		Let me repeat that.  It’s very important.

	As NT Christians, then, we do not stand in relation to the law as the OT Christians did.  We stand in relation to Jesus; the law-keeper.  
	That’s what Paul meant when he said in Romans, “You are not under law, but under grace.”  
	We are not judged according to the law, but according to Christ; the law-keeper.  


	That’s what we read about in Colossians 2, earlier.  We are not to go back to the OT shadows, but to the reality, which is found in Christ.


	And again, just as Jesus said in the passage from Matthew that I quoted just before, this does not mean that for us the law is abolished.  
	What it means is that Jesus stands between us and the law.  


So what we need to determine as far as the fourth commandment is concerned is how does Jesus fulfil the fourth commandment for us?  
How does Jesus stand between us and the fourth commandment?  
How does the fourth commandment become for us a rule of gratitude?  
How do we keep the fourth commandment in the light of Christ’s death and resurrection?  

	And the key difference between us as NT believers and them as OT believers is that for us the focus of the fourth commandment shifts more to what we are to do, than what we are not to do. 
	And, unsurprisingly, this is already hinted at in the OT!  
	Turn with me, please, to Isaiah 58:13.  There, after rebuking His people for their Sabbath breaking, God says, “If you keep your feet from breaking the Sabbath and from doing as you please on my holy day, if you call the Sabbath a delight and the LORD's holy day honorable, and if you honor it by not going your own way and not doing as you please or speaking idle words,  14 then you will find your joy in the LORD, and I will cause you to ride on the heights of the land and to feast on the inheritance of your father Jacob.”  


	Now once again, we see here that the emphasis is on ceasing and stopping.  


	But in the words, “If you call the Sabbath a delight and the LORD's holy day honorable,” the positive comes to light!  
	God is not purely interested in lack of muscle movement on the Sabbath!  He is interested in delight and honourable activity!  


	And that is also hinted at in the implications of what He says here.  
	For the opposite of doing as you please is doing as God pleases.  

And the opposite of going your own way and speaking idle words is going God’s way, and speaking useful and upbuilding words.  
	For then, says God, “You will find joy in the LORD, and I will cause you to ride on the heights of the land and to feast on the inheritance of your father Jacob.”  


Again, the key difference between us as NT believers and them as OT believers is that for us the focus of the fourth commandment shifts more to what we are to do, than what we are not to do.  

	And if we look at the very early NT church, this is exactly what we see.  Even though there are few passages in the whole NT that give us any sort of concrete idea as to how NT Christians observed the Sabbath, the few that do are about what they did on a Sunday, not what they did not do.  
	In Acts 20:7, we read the following, “On the first day of the week we came together to break bread. Paul spoke to the people and, because he intended to leave the next day, kept on talking until midnight.”  

1 Corinthians 16:2: “On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income, saving it up, so that when I come no collections will have to be made.”  
	Again, the emphasis here is on doing.


	And this is exactly what Lord’s Day 38 and Westminster 21:8 also beautifully highlight.  
	LD 38 – “On the festive day of rest, I regularly attend the assembly of God's people to learn what God's Word teaches, to participate in the sacraments, to pray to God publicly, and to bring Christian offerings for the poor.”  
	WCF 21:8 – “This Sabbath is then kept holy unto the Lord, when men … do not only observe an holy rest … [etc] but also are taken up, the whole time, in the public and private exercises of His worship, and in the duties of necessity and mercy.”
	You see, congregation, like the OT people of God, we too are to cease from our ordinary daily activities.  This commandment has not been abolished.  Jesus is very clear on that.  
	But we cease our ordinary daily activities not to rest from the curse of sin that is present in our work, for Jesus has redeemed us from that curse!  We cease our daily activities, instead, so that we can be busy, in a way that we cannot do on the other days of the week, with Jesus Christ; the one who has brought us rest and redemption from the curse of sin.  
	And just like a rechargeable battery needs first to be charged before it can work, we too need the spiritual charge off rest in Jesus Christ on Sunday, so that we can get through the week of work to follow.


	The Sabbath day, then, should not be for the Lord’s people a day of oppressive don’ts.  It should be a day of creative do’s!  


	And neither ought the Sabbath Day to look just like Saturday or a long weekend Monday; a day when we stop our paid job, sleep in, work around the house, go to the shops or the circus, and watch sports on TV!  
	It is to be a special day!  

It is to be a day of worship!  
It is to be day of feasting!  
It is to be a day of fellowship!  
It is to be a day where parents read spiritual books to and with their children.  
It is to be a day where we walk together and take special note of God’s wonderful creation!  
It is to be a day where we talk about Sunday school and catechism lessons with our children.
It is to be a day where we talk about the things of God together.
It is to be a day when we pray, more diligently than we can during the week.
It is to be a day where we visit those who cannot attend church and bring them some biscuits!  
It is to be a day where we devote ourselves to God and to His people!  

	And it will not be a uniform day from person to person, from family to family, and from Sunday to Sunday.  But it will be a day governed by uniformity.  
	Because Jesus Christ, the law-keeper, has earned us rest from the curse of sin,
	We will all cease our ordinary work, apart from works of necessity.

We will all cease our ordinary leisure.  
We will all observe this wonderful, liberating, necessary, and holy day of rest by becoming busy, in a special and focused way, with the things of our God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Amen.

