"123&2&856 /&

Exodus 20:1-17 (preached on Feb. 10, 2008)

Story Summary: The Israelites are gathered at the foot of Mount Sinai, trembling in fear as the mountain quakes
and thunders. God has come down. Moses, serving as the mediator between God and his people, has been
called up to the top of the mountain to meet with God. After the Lord reminds Israel of their story — their
deliverance from Egypt and the favor he has shown them — he gives them the terms of his covenant, the law.
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Outline: (1) What does the Sabbath command teach? (2) How do we observe it?

The Sabbath: (a) affirms the value of work (in Genesis, God is depicted as a Hebrew day laborer - to work is to be God-
like!); (b) restores us to the rhythm of reality (God has planted a 6+1 rhythm in all of us, and when we fight against it,
reality will break you); (c) promotes social justice (for one day, every employee and employer gets the same rest -
work/rest aren’t divided along class lines, v. 10); (d) reminds us that God is at work, even when we aren’t (indeed, it
takes faith to stop working, especially in this day and age; and it requires a different system of values to believe that
our ultimate goal isn't efficiency, especially if our pursuit of it is devoid of love for God and neighbor); (e) teaches us
about the rest behind the rest (our inner restlessness, which is driven by the way we use our work to gain approval, to
deal with anxiety, to self-atone — this restlessness which Jesus alone can cure).

When we understand rest in this way (our souls’ deep need for rest), then idea of worshipping on the Sabbath makes
total sense: it's a “market day of the soul” (as the Puritan used to call it). But not only worship: resting from our normal
work, resting from the weekly hum-drum (not just using the day to catch up on errands), enjoying God'’s creation,
engaging in acts of compassion (caring for others), resting through physical exercise (napping, running, reading, etc.)
resting from our normal leisure (because even these can become ineffective or idols themselves), etc.
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1. Is the fact that God commands us to rest surprising to you? Considering the background of the Israelites (v. 2;
cf. Deut. 5:15), why would they need such a command? Why is it so hard for us to stop?

2. How does the Sabbath command affirm the value of work (vv. 9, 11; Gen. 2:1-3)? How does Jesus’ first thirty
years on earth tell us something about the dignity and value of work (Mark 6:3)? Why is it important not to pit
work and rest against each other (rest undermining the value of work, or vice versa)? What happens when we
do so?

3. How do verses 9-11 point to the way a “6+1 rhythm” of rest and work is built into our very natures? How have
you been fighting against reality’s rhythm? How has it been breaking you? What are some signs of
restlessness in your life today (emotional, physical, spiritual, mental)?

4. How does the Sabbath promote social justice — enabling all people regardless of class or status to recover the
dignity of being human for one day (v. 10)?
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5. If you're a person in a position of authority or leadership (i.e., have the power to grant or withhold rest), what
are some counter-cultural ways you can offer appropriate forms of rest to those under you (v. 10b)? Consider
things like the kind of immediate access you have of your people, the kind of work and personal sacrifice
that’s rewarded, etc. On the other hand, what should you do if you work for someone who gives you no rest (1
Cor. 7:21; 1 Pet. 2:18-25)?

6. In what ways have you experienced the reality that it takes faith to rest today? Recall some of the reasons you
frequently cite to yourself which keep you from resting: Do these really boil down to a refusal to believe that
God is at work even when we aren’t? That the world won't fall apart if you stop (you’re dispensable)?

7. Have you recently had the experience where you tried to get rest (e.g., nap, vacation, an evening off), only to
find that it didn’t work because it didn’t address the deeper restlessness within you? Tell us about that
experience. What is meant by the statement that the Sabbath points us to “the rest behind the rest” (Deut.
5:15; Psalm 127:2; Matt. 11:28-30; 12:8; Rom. 10:2-4)? Evaluate the statement: Our grasp of the gospel of
Jesus will show itself in whether or not we rest from our work.

8. While we don’t want to over-prescribe how one should observe the Sabbath, we should consider ways the
Sabbath principle can be lived out concretely. Consider how you might approach the following differently,
particularly with respect to how you spend your Sundays up till 5:00 p.m.:

(a) Worship (spiritual rest): If the Sabbath is for the healing of the restlessness of our souls, how then
does it simply make sense that worship be a part of our Sabbath rest? How might this connection
between worship and rest change your approach to corporate worship each Sunday (expectations,
goals, manner)? Consider how you might set aside time for personal worship on Sundays (prayer,
reading the Bible, singing, etc.).

(b) Work: What might ceasing your normal weekly work look like each week? If your job requires you to
work on Sundays, what other day can you set aside as a day of rest? How might the idea that resting
requires faith challenge some of the excuses you use to work without boundaries? Why should we be
careful about making Sundays our day for running errands?
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Physical Rest: What best restores and refreshes you (a nap, a run, reading)? How might taking the
time to enjoy God’s creation be a part of your weekly rest? For further thought: Often times, we finish
one task and immediately move to the next item on our To Do list! How can pausing to reflect upon
and celebrate the fruit of your labor — as God did with his (Gen. 1:31) — be a part of your practice of
the Sabbath? When was the last time you looked at your life or God’s work in your life and said, “This
is good!” (Gen. 1:31)?

(d) Acts of Mercy and Compassion (Isa. 58:6-7, 13; Matt. 12:1-13): How can you spend the Sabbath
caring for others?

(e) Normal Leisure: Why is it important to rest from our regular leisure activities, too? Name some ways
you can apply different forms of leisure on the Sabbath (e.g., if you watch TV six days a week, maybe
turning off the TV and reading a book).

9. What are some ways we can provide rest for others — including overworked friends, parents in our community
(single parents, overworked parents), and those over whom you exercise authority (employees, kids)?
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Narrative Outline:

Moses Born to Deliver (1:1-2:10)

Moses Called to Deliver (2:11-4:31)

Moses Successful in Deliverance (5:1-15:21)

Moses Mediates God’s Covenant with His People (19:1-24:18)
Moses leads the Israelites to Mount Sinai, where God commands them to prepare themselves to meet with Him (19:1-25).
God tells Moses the stipulations of the covenant, the moral law summarized in the Ten Commandments (20:1-17)

Key Words & Phrases:

Sabbath day (v. 8). According to v. 11, the Sabbath is grounded in the pattern set forth by God himself. In the midst of his
creation, God himself rested after six days of work (cf. Gen. 2:2-3). This indicates that a rhythm of work-and-rest is built into our
created nature, since we are made in God’s image. We were designed to be “6+1” creatures, setting aside at least one day in
seven for rest. The clear emphasis of vv. 9-10 is on our ceasing from our normal mid-week work (both ours and those whose
work we oversee/manage, v. 10).

However, practicing a weekly Sabbath involves more than taking a day off. Consider the following:

(1) Sabbath-rest is a declaration of freedom. Deuteronomy 5:12-15 tells us that God appointed the Sabbath to remind the
Israelites that they were no longer slaves in Egypt. After all, slaves have no days off! Your own need to succeed, our
culture, or an overly demanding boss (or all of the above!) will enslave you to your work if you aren’t disciplined in your
practice of Sabbath-rest. The Sabbath is a regular re-enactment of emancipation from slavery, a bold declaration that “I
am not a slave!” - to your own need to succeed, our materialistic and driven culture, an exploitative employer, etc.

(2) Sabbath-rest is a declaration of trust. God appointed the Sabbath to remind us that he is working and resting. To
practice Sabbath-rest is a disciplined way to remember that it is not you who is keeping the world running. Indeed, it takes
faith to stop working (Matt. 6:25-34; Ps. 127:2).

(3) Sabbath-rest is a call to enjoy the fruit of your finished work. The Bible tells us that God not only finished his work but
also took pleasure in it: he looked at everything he made and saw that “it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). Thus, Sabbath is not
ceasing work only to pick it up again. Rather, it is a time to consume and celebrate what you’ve produced.

(4) Sabbath is a time to enjoy God’s creation. The Sabbath serves as a remembrance of God’s creation of the universe
(Exod. 20:11). Thus, it is appropriate that we use our “rest” to enjoy the fruit of God’s labor, too. We can celebrate God’s
creation by experiencing his material world (nature) and what human beings have done with it (culture).

(5) The Sabbath was also instituted as a time to celebrate God’s work of redemption (Deut. 5:15). Therefore, worship is an
important component of Sabbath rest — enjoying the spiritual rest provided for us in Jesus (Matt. 11:28-30) both
corporately and individually — e.g., through prayer, God’s Word, etc. Notice that practicing a weekly Sabbath is not less
than attending church on Sunday, but it is certainly more than that; likewise, it is not less than getting physical rest, but it
is more than sleeping in on Sunday morning.

One day, the intermittent and partial experience of Sabbath rest will be made complete and permanent. The book of Hebrews
tells us that “there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God” (Heb. 4:9) — anticipating the final, eternal “rest” that awaits
God’s people when Christ returns (Rev. 14:13). Indeed, one’s discipline of weekly (and daily) rest is a foretaste of the heavenly
rest to come.

Some Christian traditions insist that because the Old Testament Sabbath foreshadowed the spiritual rest that Christ provides in
the gospel provided in Christ (Matt. 11:28; Heb. 4:1-13), there no longer remains a formal Sabbath day to observe (Col. 2:16-
17). However, because God’s rationale for the Sabbath is grounded in creation (v. 11), it seems better to understand the
Sabbath as continuing for all time, even if it is acknowledged that Christ’'s work provides the true Sabbath rest to those who
embrace him. Indeed, historical sources suggest that the earliest Christians (sometimes referred to as the “Christian Sabbath”)
continued to observe the Sabbath, only re-centered around the work of Jesus. Thus, they moved its observance from the last
day of the week to the first day (which we call Sunday) in order to celebrate the resurrection of Jesus as the beginning of the
“new creation.”

Sojourner (NIV: “stranger”; v. 10) - usually a non-Israelite who voluntarily joined Israel’s covenant community, who came under
the protection and provision (i.e., for labor) of a particular family, and who were subject to the same laws as the Israelites. Some
would live permanently among them (i.e., a “resident alien.” God often commanded the Israelites to treat these sojourners with
justice and compassion, reminding them that they themselves were once sojourners in the land of Egypt (Exod. 22:21; 23:9).
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