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Introduction. 

 Several years ago, there was a cover story in Newsweek magazine that caught 

my eye.  The president of Harvard University was on the cover, and the caption 

read “Exhausted.”  After years of an intense non-stop pace in an atmosphere that 

rewarded busyness and working too hard and feeling like he was always buried 

under a mound of never-finished tasks, the university president collapsed.  He said, 

“My sense was I was exhausted.” 

 The Newsweek article went on to describe how tired we are as a nation.  It’s a 

country where, in addition to college presidents, coaches, executives, teachers, 

parents, students, plumbers, and administrative assistants are all burning out.  The 

article said that the world is choking on its technology, and we just can’t keep up 

with all the information.  In addition, research points out that people are literally 

working harder than ever before.  Overtime is up, and vacation time is down 

compared to previous generations.  And working moms may be the most tired of 

all.  (Can I get an Amen?!)   

 There’s a book entitled We Are Driven: The Compulsive Behaviors America 

Applauds, and in it the authors say that there is a certain bravado in our culture to 

describe how hard we work, and exhaustion almost seems like a trophy to be won.  

Ironically, the Chinese pictograph for the word “busy” is composed of two 

characters – “heart” and “killing.”  That’s what we’re doing to ourselves with all 

this overwork.  We’re literally killing our hearts.  That’s why heart attacks are on 

the rise, especially among women.  It brings a whole new meaning to the 

expression “You’re killin’ it!” 

 When was the last time you met someone who said, “You know, I have a really 

good rhythm in my life, and it’s just about right”?  It’s not surprising to me that 

people who don’t know God might be working too hard and try to find fulfillment 

in ways apart from the Lord.  But we Christians are just as tired, and we’re living 

at the same break-neck speed as the rest of the world.  We’re just as exhausted as 

everyone else.   

 God has a powerful word of invitation to each one of us today, and it’s found in 

the Fourth Commandment.  It’s the gift of rest, and God invites us to learn how to 

observe the Sabbath.   
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I.  The Invitation to Rest. 

 It is clear from the biblical narrative in the book of Genesis that work is a gift 

from God, and the Bible says that work is a good thing.  In fact, in the first 

chapters of Genesis we read that God Himself worked for six days in creating the 

heavens and the earth, and He also put our first parents in the Garden of Eden and 

gave them jobs to do in caring for creation.  Work was a part of the good creation 

God made in the beginning, and there is a particular satisfaction we can find in life 

whenever we work hard and from knowing we did a job really well.   

 But all that changed in Genesis 3.  As a result of the disobedience of our first 

parents, sin entered the world, and as a result God pronounced a curse on them, on 

their work, and on the whole earth.  He said that from then on they would have to 

contend with thorns and thistles whenever they cultivated the soil, and work would 

become painful and feel difficult at times.  “By the sweat of your brow you will eat 

your food” (Gen. 3:19), is what God said.  So while work was a good thing in the 

beginning, it became a burden in many ways because of our sin.  And whenever we 

look to work to provide our sense of identity, self-worth, or satisfaction in life, 

we’re always going to be disappointed, because work can never ultimately provide 

those things for us.  Only God can.   

 However, despite the fact that we have to contend with the effects of the Fall on 

our work, God established the gift of the Sabbath to help us deal with these 

difficult consequences.  In addition, we should note that the Sabbath wasn’t given 

to Adam and Eve after the Fall.  Rather, the gift of the Sabbath was given to them 

before they ever sinned.  Its what God intended from the beginning, and it’s a part 

of the design and rhythm for life He have given to help us flourish and thrive as 

human beings.   

 There are three words I want you to notice in the passage in Exodus 20 we’ve 

read together this morning.  We’re going to do three-word studies, and the first 

word is “Sabbath.”  Sabbath is a Hebrew word that literally means “seven” or 

“seventh.”  It was a way of numbering the week, and it represents the seventh day.  

But there is more to it than that.  It also has a verbal form which means “to cease” 

or “to stop.”  A Sabbath is a “stop day” when we’re supposed to cease from doing 

our work.  On the Sabbath you’re supposed to stop doing what you normally do.   

 The second word is “observe.”  It means “to hedge about, to guard, and to 

protect.”  To observe a Sabbath means to put a hedge around one of your days.  It 

means to protect it and guard it from interference.   

 And the final word is “keep it holy,” which means “to clean, consecrate, or 

dedicate.”  When you have company over for dinner, sometimes you pull out your 

good china.  Those are the special dishes that are set apart for special use on 

special occasions.  That’s the idea here. 
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 So the command is really pretty straight forward – make one day in your week 

different from all the rest.  Work six days but make the seventh special.  The rest of 

the passage goes on to tell the people of Israel what is to be done, and what 

shouldn’t be done, on this special day, and the activities prescribed can be boiled 

down to two verbs – rest and remember.  These two emphases of rest and 

remember are at the heart of what the Sabbath is all about.   

 

II.  How It Works. 

 According to Exodus 20 resting and remembering were central to how the Jews 

were supposed to observe the Sabbath.  The rest comes as a consequence from 

ceasing from doing work.  We slow down and allow our bodies and our souls to 

catch up.  Psalm 46:10 is a good verse to recite on the Sabbath.  It says, “Be still 

and know that I am God.”  It’s hard to know God if we never take the time to be 

still.   

 When was the last time you were still?  When did you last stop and look at a 

sunset, or study a flower, or simply sit and listen to your heartbeat?  This is so hard 

for most people to do because of our driven nature, so God gave a whole paragraph 

in the Ten Commandments to talk about it.  The Fourth Commandment is the 

longest commandment of the ten.  One sentence is given about murder, but there is 

a whole paragraph about rest!  What does that tell you?  

 But the Sabbath is about more than just an opportunity to rest.  It’s also an 

invitation to remember.  In Exodus 20 the Jews were specifically encouraged to 

remember two things: 1) to remember that once they were slaves in Egypt and now 

they were released and free to serve God; and 2) to remember all the blessings of 

the Lord and to worship Him.   

 Worship is at the heart of remembering for the person who wants to follow 

God, and that’s why we gather together each Sunday.  It’s an important way for us 

to remember the faithfulness of God, to remember the Great Story of His saving 

acts in history and in our lives, and to remember that one day Jesus is going to 

come again and “put the world to rights.”  Even the celebration of communion is 

an act of remembering where Jesus told His disciples, “Do this in remembrance of 

Me.”  The drama of our salvation is something we need to rehearse over and over 

again throughout the course of our lives, so we can remember the song of the 

Savior and begin to sing along with Him. 

 Originally, the Jews observed Saturday as the Sabbath, in keeping with the 

command of the Lord, and initially the early followers of Jesus followed suit.  The 

Bible tells us that they gathered in the Temple as well as the synagogues to 

worship God, and they incorporated the worship of Jesus as the Messiah with their 

observance of the Sabbath at the end of the week.  However, it wasn’t long before 

Christians, as a result of persecution, began to separate from the synagogues and 
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distinguish themselves from their Jewish heritage, and eventually they began to 

observe Sunday as the Lord’s Day.  This was in honor of the fact that Jesus rose on 

a Sunday, and the early Christian church began to celebrate each Sunday as the 

Lord’s Day, the when day Christ rose from the dead.    

 Well, what does it look like to observe the Sabbath nowadays as a follower of 

Jesus?  Do I have to adhere to a legalistic observance like orthodox Jews and some 

Christians I know?  Some of you grew up in a tradition where you weren’t allowed 

to play cards, go to movies, or watch sports on TV on Sundays.  Is that what God 

expects of me?  I don’t think so, and if we had more time I would unpack the 

Bible’s teaching in this regard.  But for now, let me offer a few suggestions for 

how to observe a Sabbath, or the Lord’s Day, to help you to rest and remember.  I 

call them the ABC’s of observing the Sabbath.   

 First, the “A” stands for “Abstain.”  Make an effort to abstain from your work 

or occupation.  Disconnect from your usual business and the way you make a 

living and stop doing the things you normally do every other day of the week.  

Some people, like doctors, policemen, fire fighters, and preachers, have to work on 

Sunday, so we need to find another day of the week which is our Sabbath.  Mine is 

Thursday.  Other pastors on our staff take Friday.  Find a day when you stop your 

normal work. 

 The second of the ABC’s stands for “Be.”  Be with your family and friends and 

strengthen your primary relationships.  Make it a priority to share a meal together, 

and spend some time catching up and playing with one another.  Renew your ties 

with extended family and friends and build community. 

 And finally, the “C” stands for “Commune.”  Commune with the Lord and 

make it a priority to set Sunday aside as the Lord’s Day.  Attend a worship service, 

even when you’re traveling or on vacation.  The author of Hebrews said, “Let us 

not neglect the assembling of ourselves together as is the habit of some” (Heb. 

10:25).  Make it a priority in your life every week to gather with the people of God 

and give praise to the Lord with others in the Body of Christ for all the blessings 

He’s given you.   

 These are the simple ABC’s for observing the Sabbath, and I encourage you to 

give them a try.  I think if you make it a priority to rest and remember, you’ll 

discover it will make a big difference in your life. 

 I have one more word I feel the need to share about observing the Lord’s Day.  

I believe many parents today have allowed youth sports and other activities to 

dominate their family’s life and schedule to such an extent that it displaces the 

Sabbath in ways that are detrimental to the souls of their children.   

 Whenever our kids were playing sports, Lorie and I told the coaches, “We want 

you to know our son will be all in with this team, and he’ll give you everything he 

has in practice and on the field or on the court.  However, you need to know that 
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our involvement in our church as a family is very important to us.  So if there’s a 

game on a Sunday morning, our son won’t be there.  But you’ll have him all the 

other times in the week.”  Never once did a coach push back or penalize my sons 

in playing time or in other ways for making this priority as a family.  In fact, I 

think they respected us all the more because we were willing to go against the flow 

of the culture.      

 

III. The Difference It Makes. 

 We live in a world that never stops – we’re on a 24-hour, 7-day a week 

treadmill 365 days a year.  When nothing stops, our lives lose their proper form, 

and we forget who we truly are and to whom we belong.  Over time we’re shaped 

into a machine rather than the image of God, and we’re no longer able to know 

ourselves except by what we produce, accomplish, or use.   

 Observing a Sabbath forces us to slow down, and it helps re-center our lives.  It 

enables us to look at life from God’s perspective, and it realigns what has gotten 

off-kilter in our souls.  I’ll give you an example of the difference a Sabbath can 

make.   

 In 1801 William Wilberforce was a member of the English Parliament, and his 

close personal friend Lord Addington had led his party into power.  As the new 

prime minister, Addington had begun to form his cabinet, and Wilberforce was 

rumored to be among the candidates for a post.  Soon Wilberforce became 

preoccupied with the possibility, and for days it dominated his thoughts.  Ambition 

was crippling his soul.  But then Wilberforce went to church, as was his custom, 

and God gave him a revelation.  He wrote in his journal later that day, "Blessed be 

God for the day of rest and religious occupation wherein earthly things assume 

their true size.  Ambition is stunted."1 

 A recent study found that the best endurance athletes in the world all have one 

thing in common: they oscillate between periods of stress and rest.  As an athlete, 

if you want to improve something – like your time in the 100-meter dash, or your 

deadlift PR – you've got to apply a challenge, some sort of "stressor," and then 

follow it with a period of rest and recovery.  Too much stress without enough rest 

and you get injury, illness, and burnout.  Not enough stress plus too much rest and 

you get complacency, boredom, and stagnation.  But Stress + Rest = Growth.  It's 

as simple as that.  And it’s as hard as that.  This equation can be applied not just to 

fitness but to your career, your team, your relationships, and your spiritual life.2 

 In her book Choosing Rest, author Sally Breedlove writes, "Rest is not some 

idealized place where we solve every issue and satisfy every longing.  It’s that 

garden place, the place created for Adam and Eve, the place where every Christ-

follower is headed.  We recognize true rest in people of faith around us.  It flows 

from their hearts even as they experience the turbulence and weariness of life in 
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this world.  The Bible says we have the opportunity to enter that garden rest even 

in this life.  But for our souls to receive it, they must be made ready.  As we tend 

and cultivate our hearts, God will forge space within our souls.  In the process, we 

will realize that our longings and our issues, our dreariness, our heartache, and our 

heaviness do not have to block our entrance into that garden.  In fact, God intends 

for these very things to become the gates by which we enter His place of rest."3    

 

Conclusion. 

 In His earthly ministry Jesus gave a whole new meaning to the idea of work and 

a whole new meaning to why we can rest in God – on the Lord’s Day or any day.  

The Bible tells us that Jesus came into the world to finish the work of His Father 

(Jn. 4:34), and on the basis of that work, He is now able to give rest to our souls 

(Mt. 11:29).  There is no need for us to strive and work in order to earn our 

salvation or prove ourselves.  All we need to do is rest in the finished work of 

Jesus Christ.  And observing the Sabbath reminds us of all these amazing truths 

about resting in the Lord.   

 The author of the letter to the Hebrews explains this in such a wonderful way.  

He writes, “There remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever has 

entered God’s rest has also rested from his work as God did from His” (4:9,10).  

The great Reformer Martin Luther once wrote, “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.” 4 

 I read about a young lawyer in Charlotte recently who came home late one day 

with a briefcase full of work to do.  He sighed and said, “I can't ever seem to catch 

up.” His five-year old daughter heard him, and she said, “Daddy, then why don't 

you join a slower group?”  Today, why don’t we all join the slower group?  Let’s 

remember the Sabbath, and let’s keep it holy.  Take God up on His invitation to 

rest.  It’s a design for life to help you flourish. 

1 Quoted by Garth Lean, God's Politician, p. 89. 
2 Kyle Westaway, Weekend Briefing, Number 233, August 4, 2018. 
3 Sally Breedlove, Choosing Rest, p. unknown. 
4 Martin Luther, “Treatise on Good Works,” trans. W.A. Lambert, in Luther’s Works, ed. Helmut T. Lehmann, vol. 44 

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966), p. 72. 

                                                           


