The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #4

“Take a Break!”

Exodus 20:8-11

Time is relative. Albert Einstein remarked, “There certainly seems less of it about than there used to be.” I wonder how often you have heard yourself say:

• “I’m too busy.”

• “I don’t know where all the time goes.”

• “The week’s simply flown.”

• “I haven’t had a moment to spare.”

In fact, I could list many more similar sayings, but I don’t have the time!

Because time is so basic and unchangeable, it is the most precious commodity we have. We are masters of so much, but, whatever our wealth, we still cannot create more time. Time passes at the same rate for the rich as it does for the poor. How we use time is vital. Yet, as in so many other areas of life, when it comes to our use of time, we are in an utter mess.

Our modern lifestyles are ruthless. It is a well-known fact, proved both by statistics and experience, that although we now work harder and earn more, we have less time or energy to enjoy the money we’ve made. As our working hours have increased, so have our stress levels. Sixty percent of successful professionals say that they are suffering chronic stress or depression, and 48 percent of top American corporate executives report that their lives are “empty and meaningless.”

Technology promised us modern conveniences that would make our lives easier, but computers, faxes, mobile phones, and e-mail have increased the pace of work rather than diminished it. Laptop computers allow us to work on the train and cell phones mean that the boss can catch us wherever we are. From transportation to communications, from production to entertainment, time saved is constantly eroded, whether by greater traveling distances, more appointments, or “enhanced productivity requirements.” All this ceaseless rushing around inevitably has a physical effect on us. If your body could talk, what would it say to you at this moment? I expect it would be “slow down” or “take a break.”
 

Would you be surprised to learn that God would be telling you the same thing? That’s what the fourth commandment is all about: God is ordering us to take a break.

We read the fourth commandment in Exodus 20:8-11,

Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labor 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 son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates. 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. 

The Controversy of the Sabbath

At first glance, we notice that this is the longest of all the commandments.
 First the Sabbath is established—“Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God”—then we see the extent of the Sabbath—“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”—then the Sabbath is explained—“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.”

And yet there has been a Sabbath controversy in the church since almost day one of its existence.
 Old Testament scholar Walter Kaiser writes, “The fourth commandment poses more difficulties than the other nine, yet it was given for the liberation, not the bondage, of humanity.”
 These words, an echo of Jesus’ own thoughts on the subject, are important to remember throughout this study.

What is the controversy of the Sabbath? It swirls around whether Christians ought to observe the Sabbath or not. Donald Grey Barnhouse writes, “Nine of the Ten Commandments are reiterated in the New Testament, but the fourth commandment is specifically repudiated.”
 Another resource states, “The strict observance of the Sabbath, like circumcision, is no longer binding upon Christians.”
 Yet there are those, like nineteenth-century evangelist D. L. Moody who wonders, “How can men claim that this one commandment has been done away with when they will admit that the other nine are still binding?”
 

The Creation of the Sabbath

To answer that question, we must consider the creation of the Sabbath. Many of those who believe the Sabbath is out of date believe it was done away with along with the rest of the Mosaic Law. (I have a problem with that line of thinking we will address later in this study.)

Yet even the language of the commandment shows that the Sabbath was not created on Mount Sinai. The verse begins, “Remember the Sabbath day.” This indicates that it was already being observed. Indeed, it goes back to the beginning of Genesis. We read in Genesis 2:2-3, “By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so 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, being a creation ordinance, it is God’s provision for everybody and not only for his covenant people. It was also extended to your manservant and maidservant, the reason being that the Israelites themselves had been slaves in Egypt until the Lord delivered them.

The name “Sabbath” in its Hebrew etymology is related to the semantic field of shābāt, meaning “to rest” or “to cease.” In the Old Testament the Sabbath was a day of cessation from the normal routine of life.
 

God rested after creation—not because He was tired, but because He had completed His work. He could have created day after day after day and never worn out. But He stopped—He ceased—and He ordained the Sabbath as a rest for man.
 People are summoned “to rest” and “cease” from their labors so that they might be free from the tyranny of themselves and their work. Thus the Sabbath is primarily a day of “rest” and then a day of worship.

What we often neglect is the phrase, “Six days you shall labor and do all your work…” To a real extent, a person’s approach to the idea of rest is going to be determined to some degree by his or her approach to work. If work is seen as a curse, then rest is seen as an inherent blessing, and so the two are viewed as reciprocal. But there is a problem with this perspective:  work is not a curse.

Work has been affected by the curse of sin, to be sure, but work was instituted before sin. Mankind was created to work. But we were not created for work. We are not machines. 

But in our day and age, work becomes an end in itself, a way to escape from family, from the inner life, from the world. Workaholism is literally fatal. Its toxic fruits are heart disease, hypertension, depression, and more. In Japan, karoshi or “death from overwork” is the second largest killer of working males and accounts for 10 percent of Japan’s death rate. Like other addictions, workaholism consumes the addict’s time, energy, and thoughts.

On the other hand, there are many who refuse to work at all. Not being brought up with any form of work ethic, they do everything they can to avoid work, then expect the government to support them. This is nothing new; the book of Proverbs speaks of the “sluggard” no less than thirteen times! Paul had to tell some idle Christians in 2 Thessalonians 3:10, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.” G. Campbell Morgan writes,

The will of God for man is that he should work. It is also that at the seventh day interval he should cease his work, and worship…. Each is the complement of the other. He who never works is unfitted for worship. He who never pauses to worship is rendered incapable of work.

In Deuteronomy 5:12–15, it is made explicitly clear that the Sabbath was given for the sake of those who need to rest after hard work: “that your manservant and your maidservant may rest as well as you” (rsv).
 Work is as much a part of the fourth commandment as rest.

We ought to turn aside from our ordinary employment one day in seven. There are many whose occupation will not permit them to observe Sunday, but they should observe some other day as a Sabbath. Monday is my day of rest, because I preach three times on Sunday, making it a long day, indeed! It’s a good day, but an exhausting one. God knows what we need. 

Ministers and missionaries often take no rest day; they think they do not need it because they are in the Lord’s work. That is a mistake. When God was giving Moses instructions about the building of the tabernacle, He referred especially to the Sabbath, and gave injunctions for its strict observance; and later, when Moses was conveying the words of the Lord to the children of Israel, he interpreted them by saying that not even were sticks to be gathered on the Sabbath to kindle fires for smelting or other purposes. In spite of their zeal and haste to erect the tabernacle, the workmen were to have their day of rest. The command applies to ministers and others managed in Christian work today as much as to those Israelite workers of old.

This does not mean our day off should only be sleeping. (We’ll talk about this more in a moment.) Sleep is one thing, rest is another, and we need both. We can’t just work all the time even when we are doing something we very much love. It doesn’t work that way. The normal life cycle requires more than work and sleep. It also requires rest.

The Corruption of the Sabbath

This is all good, right? God created us with a rhythm that allows for a break from the everyday grind of living. How can you go wrong with that? Unfortunately we see the corruption of the Sabbath. As one author puts it, 

One of the extraordinary abilities of the human race is that of being able to totally mess things up. You would have thought that a simple divine ruling about having a day of rest would be hard to damage. However, with perverse ingenuity, generations of people from all sorts of cultures have managed to turn this command from being a liberating gift of God into a wearisome day-long obstacle course. As I have mentioned, this happened at the time of Jesus to an extraordinary extent. The religious leaders had created a whole list of things that must not be done on the Sabbath. You couldn’t prepare a meal, sew on a button, light a fire, or walk more than three thousand feet from your home. There were, in total, 1,521 of these rules, all of them inventions of the human mind, to prevent this commandment being broken. Ensuring that no work took place on the Sabbath had become very hard work!

By the time of Jesus, the Pharisees had transformed the Sabbath into something very different from what God had ordained. To the simple command “rest,” the Pharisees added a long list of specific prohibitions. And, just in case they overlooked something, they established thirty-nine categories of forbidden activity: carrying, burning, extinguishing, finishing, writing, erasing, cooking, washing, sewing, tearing, knotting, untying, shaping, plowing, planting, reaping, harvesting, threshing, winnowing, selecting, sifting, grinding, kneading, combing, spinning, dyeing, chain-stitching, warping, weaving, unraveling, building, demolishing, trapping, shearing, slaughtering, skinning, tanning, smoothing, and marking.

How strange that resting should be so burdensome!

The joyous celebration of creation and covenant stressed by the prophets disappeared. The Sabbath became a day of legalism. The means had become the end.
 God’s idea of the Sabbath became a burden instead of a blessing.

What happened with Jesus and the Sabbath is fascinating. Time and time again his actions brought him into trouble and open conflict with the religious leaders. Jesus felt free to heal, pick grain, and cast out demons on the Sabbath. These were all actions that, in the opinion of the religious leaders, broke their rules on what could be done on the Sabbath. The fact that there were so many controversies about Jesus breaking these Sabbath rules may suggest that they were a religious abuse that he felt very strongly about. At one point, when criticized about his lax attitude to such rules, he replied, “The Sabbath was made to meet the needs of people, and not people to meet the requirements of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27 NLT). 

This corruption of the Sabbath by the Pharisees has filtered into more modern history as well. It has been exploited and blue laws have been passed to force petty prohibitions on the Sabbath. The Puritans did their best to legislate piety, especially through a strict adherence to Sabbath laws. Evidently the only way to worship God was to make sure that no one enjoyed Sunday. The Pilgrims punished people for not going to church on Sundays, and punished them if they went anywhere else. Before long many of the laws of the church became the law of the land, and then the pendulum reversed its swing. “For many children,” one author writes, “Sundays were about as welcome as a cobra in a cradle.”
 D. L. Moody shares, “When I was a boy, the Sabbath lasted from sundown on Saturday to sundown on Sunday, and I remember how we boys used to shout when it was over. It was the worst day in the week to us.”
 Such attitudes can occur even today; beware of them. This commandment was given to set us free, not to enslave us. That you rest is essential; how you rest is up to you.

The Celebration of the Sabbath

So, how are we to approach the fourth commandment? What about the celebration of the Sabbath? Is it wrong for Christians to do so? Is it wrong not to?

We must begin by understanding something basic about the Mosaic Law. While all of the Law was given by God to Moses, and thus is God’s Law, it is important to see the distinctions between the civil, ceremonial, and moral law of God.
 The civil law was the “law of the land” within the borders of Israel; it was how people within that jurisdiction were to live. The ceremonial law dealt with the worship of God at the tabernacle along with the sacrifices and other priestly duties. The moral law is based on God’s own character and is universal, applying to all people of all ages, races, and classes.

So where does the Sabbath fall? This command is mixed; it is “all of the above”: moral in that it requires a due portion of time set aside for rest, worship, and service of God; ceremonial in that it fixed that day as the seventh day; and civil in that breaking the Sabbath was a capital crime. There are a number of different kinds of Sabbaths in the Old Testament, and to a degree this commandment is temporary and not permanent in its hold over mankind. Yet, as we have already seen, the Sabbath was not established in the time of Moses but at the time of creation. It is the recognition that work is a gift of God and not a tyrannical demon that rules us. It also recognizes that all time belongs to God; therefore he is Lord over both His creation and time.

Dr. Nelson Bell wrote in Christianity Today, “The Ten Commandments have never been abrogated. It is still wrong to kill, to steal, to commit adultery…. To deny the validity of one day in seven as a day of rest and spiritual refreshment is to miss one of God’s greatest gifts to mankind.” To rule out completely one of the Ten Commandments from the practice of the New Testament, while the other nine are repeated in it, seems to fragment the Decalogue.
 In a phrase, I would say that for Christians the Sabbath rules are dead but the Sabbath principles remain.
 This was the case for Jesus. It was His custom to attend the synagogue on the Sabbath day, but He was entirely free from the traditional rules and regulations that had encrusted the law of Sabbath observance.

So how do we follow the fourth commandment in the twenty-first century? Time does not permit me to go into the shift from the seventh day to the first as the accepted day of worship. When the resurrection of Jesus occurred, the first day of the week became very meaningful to the disciples. As time progressed, Sunday, the first day of the week, became increasingly more sentimental and conducive to worship as it helped distinguish the Christian community from its Jewish counterpart.

Yet, as we have seen, not everyone can set aside Sundays as the day of rest. Many people cannot avoid working on a Sunday; for example, those in medical professions, in the emergency services, in charge of the public utilities, and last—but not least—church staff! If this applies to you or your spouse and Sunday is a working day, then I believe it is vital that you make sure you get another day off during the week. If it can be the same day off every week and you can get into a regular routine, then fine. If, however, that is not possible, I encourage you to arrange for a full twenty-four hour stretch off: plan it out and guard it. The important thing is that we all need to inject into our lives a regular weekly break, whether on Sunday or on some other day.

It is my strong belief, based on the Bible but supported by my own experience, that for the sake of our health, our sanity, our families, our relationships, our spirituality, and our society, we all need to have a Sabbath. At the most basic level, a day off every week is good for us physically and mentally. It gives us the opportunity to relax the pace at which our body’s machinery is working. We can rest eyes strained by computer screens, ease backs stressed by office chairs, or give a break to metabolisms kept going on caffeine. A day off may help to reenergize us, to the point that we work at a higher level of efficiency on subsequent days.

Because we are frail, spiritually, mentally and physically, the good Lord created a special day for our benefit. This is why He has told us to guard it well. The Sabbath was made for us because we need it.

When we refuse to cooperate with God’s laws for our body’s proper maintenance, we run an increasing risk of malfunction. Our modern lifestyle of hustle and bustle places us in the grip of what psychologist Paul Tournier calls “universal fatigue.” We constantly complain about how tired we feel. Often the first reaction we have when we wake in the morning and look at the clock is disbelief: “It can’t be morning already—I’m still tired!”

In the middle of such overwhelming pressures, everyone agrees it’s important to evaluate our priorities so that we can better order our lives. If we don’t live by priorities, we will live by pressures.

God’s claim on our Sabbath reminds us that all our time is his gift, to be given back to Him and used for Him. The classic hymn, “Take My Life and Let It Be” includes the line, “take my moments and my days.” In reality we are saying, “Lord, take my time, all of it.” This is where true obedience to the fourth commandment begins.
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