Rest in a Restless World

Luke 6:1-11
Somewhere between cold, self-righteous legalism and lazy indifference is a proper attitude about what is right on Sunday.  Neither attitude honors God and helps us.  There are those who believe we should fill Sunday with rules – Sunday morning worship and Sunday evening worship.  That we should not work at all, not shop at all, not dine out, no TV, no going to the beach, no catching and throwing a ball in the back yard - Sunday becomes the day the rules are kept with a vengeance.  

The other attitude is a lazy one, even sometimes a religious lazy one.  Since Jesus is the fulfillment of the Sabbath (and He is), it does not matter any more what we do.  There is not explicit command for Sabbath keeping particularly in the New Testament, so as long as you love Jesus and follow Him, then what you do on Sunday is up to you.  Sure you ought to go to church and slow down some, but that’s about it.

Neither of these attitudes is healthy and neither fulfills the Biblical teaching on the Sabbath.

The Scriptural basis of the Sabbath principle –
· Exodus 16:25-28 

    Moses said, "Eat it today, for today is a Sabbath to the Lord; today you will not find it in the field. [26] Six days you shall gather it, but on the seventh day, which is a Sabbath, there will be none." 

    [27] On the seventh day some of the people went out to gather, but they found none. [28] And the Lord said to Moses, "How long will you refuse to keep my commandments and my laws?
· Exodus 20:8-11 (The fourth commandment – yes, Sabbath observance makes the top ten of God’s moral laws)
    [8] "Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. [9] Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, [10] but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. [11] For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 

· Jeremiah 17:21-22 

    Thus says the Lord: Take care for the sake of your lives, and do not bear a burden on the Sabbath day or bring it in by the gates of Jerusalem. [22] And do not carry a burden out of your houses on the Sabbath or do any work, but keep the Sabbath day holy, as I commanded your fathers. 

· Nehemiah 13:15-22 

    In those days I saw in Judah people treading winepresses on the Sabbath, and bringing in heaps of grain and loading them on donkeys, and also wine, grapes, figs, and all kinds of loads, which they brought into Jerusalem on the Sabbath day. And I warned them on the day when they sold food. [16] Tyrians also, who lived in the city, brought in fish and all kinds of goods and sold them on the Sabbath to the people of Judah, in Jerusalem itself! [17] Then I confronted the nobles of Judah and said to them, "What is this evil thing that you are doing, profaning the Sabbath day? [18] Did not your fathers act in this way, and did not our God bring all this disaster on us and on this city? Now you are bringing more wrath on Israel by profaning the Sabbath." 

    [19] As soon as it began to grow dark at the gates of Jerusalem before the Sabbath, I commanded that the doors should be shut and gave orders that they should not be opened until after the Sabbath. And I stationed some of my servants at the gates, that no load might be brought in on the Sabbath day. [20] Then the merchants and sellers of all kinds of wares lodged outside Jerusalem once or twice. [21] But I warned them and said to them, "Why do you lodge outside the wall? If you do so again, I will lay hands on you." From that time on they did not come on the Sabbath. [22] Then I commanded the Levites that they should purify themselves and come and guard the gates, to keep the Sabbath day holy. Remember this also in my favor, O my God, and spare me according to the greatness of your steadfast love. 


A frequently asked question is “why do Christians worship on Sunday, the first day of the week, and not observe the Sabbath or Seventh day.  The Larger Catechism addresses this in Question in WLC 116—
What is required in the fourth commandment?

The fourth commandment requires all men to sanctify and keep holy to God such set times as He has appointed in His word, expressly on whole day in seven; which was the seventh day from the beginning of the world to the resurrection of Christ, and the first day of the week ever since, and so continues to the end of the world; which is the Christian Sabbath, and in the New Testament called the Lord’s Day.

There is no explicit command that the church should worship on Sunday instead of Saturday.  But the New Testament pattern is clear that this became the practice of the early church.  This mostly resulted from the fact that Sunday is the day that our Lord rose from the dead.  This central event of the Christian faith led the early church to make the first day of the week, or the Lord’s Day the day of worship.   The New Testament evidence for this is clear—
· 1 Corinthians 16:1-2 

    Now concerning the collection for the saints: as I directed the churches of Galatia, so you also are to do. [2] On the first day of every week, each of you is to put something aside and store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting when I come. 

· Acts 20:7 

    On the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul talked with them, intending to depart on the next day, and he prolonged his speech until midnight.

· John 20:19 

    On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being locked where the disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, "Peace be with you." 

· Revelation 1:10 

    I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet 

It is the take care for the sake of your lives aspect of the Sabbath in Jeremiah’s words that we so often fail to miss.  In keeping the Sabbath, we are kept.  We certainly honor God with the way we keep the Sabbath, but we are reminded that Jesus said, the Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath (Mark 2:27).  The Sabbath is given for our benefit and God’s glory.  It was given by a gracious God who built into the very fabric of creation a work-rest cycle that He himself observed.  The Sabbath is rooted in both God’s creative and redemptive work.  The fourth commandment in Deuteronomy ends with the admonition –
Deuteronomy 5:15 

    You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day. 

In both His creative and His redemptive work, God commands the proper observance of the Sabbath.  In celebrating and keeping the Sabbath principle we declare our emancipation from sin, that we are no longer slaves to sin.  We also declare our emancipation from enslaving work.  We declare that the world can go on with out us, that the outcome is not ours but God’s.  In keeping the Sabbath principle, we are in tune with both our redemption and the creation.  God placed within the creation the Sabbath principle of the work/rest cycle.  It is built into the very way we consider the number of days of a week.  There is no solar or lunar reason for having 7 day weeks.  All the other ways we keep time are largely due to the physical universe.  The number of hours in a day, the number or days in a month, and the number of days in a year are all set pretty much by the physical creation.  But 7 day weeks are not based in the physical creation, they testify to the spiritual nature of the God who created in six days and rested on the seventh.    


Many who think that they are keeping the Lord’s Day or the Sabbath by just going to church on Sunday are often surprised to hear words from the catechism like the notion of resting even from such worldly employments and recreations as are the other days lawful.  Many people have the mistaken idea that if they go to church, and especially if you go to Sunday School as well, and throw in a semi-regular evening service, how you spend the rest of the day on Sunday comes under the heading of your business.  Even among those who regularly attend church, the notion of keeping the Lord’s Day both holy and wholly is sorely lacking.  So we go to church, then catch up on our yard work, our office correspondence, do that grocery shopping that we never seem to find the time for, or take advantage of the red dot sale at the mall.  


Or if we do not work or shop on the Lord’s Day, we certainly like to play on it.  We go to or watch games.  Sunday is not just Super Sunday, but NFL day, or the celebration of the PGA or NASCAR.  Or don’t forget the treasured Sunday tee time.  If you go to the early morning worship service, you can have a late morning appointment on hole number one at the local golf links.  We may or may not work on Sunday; we may or may not worship, but we certainly have learned to play.  Is it any wonder to us that the fourth commandment is annexed with the greatest explanation?  Such was needed in Moses’ day and even more so in the modern age.  Sabbath breaking not Sabbath keeping has become the consummate American pastime.


These verses make clear that the first day of the week, Sunday, became the Lord’s Day and therefore the Christian Sabbath very early in the history of the church.

  
The catechism commends the use of the Lord’s Day be focused on the public and private exercise of God’s worship.   Church attendance is an important first step, but how do we spend the rest of the day.  Do we focus on prayer and Bible study?  Is family worship in our homes a common practice?  Do we learn to just let the world go on Sunday remembering as the commandment reminds us that we are no longer slaves?  What does it take to make the Lord’s Day a delight and not a burden?


All work is not, however, forbidden on the Lord’s day. Works of necessity and mercy are allowed.  This reflects the teaching of Jesus in the gospels.  One of the on-going controversy Jesus seemed to have had with the Pharisees particularly was over what is the proper way to keep the Sabbath –
Luke 6:1-11 

    On a Sabbath, while he was going through the grainfields, his disciples plucked and ate some heads of grain, rubbing them in their hands. [2] But some of the Pharisees said, "Why are you doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath?" [3] And Jesus answered them, "Have you not read what David did when he was hungry, he and those who were with him: [4] how he entered the house of God and took and ate the bread of the Presence, which is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and also gave it to those with him?" [5] And he said to them, "The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath." 

    [6] On another Sabbath, he entered the synagogue and was teaching, and a man was there whose right hand was withered. [7] And the scribes and the Pharisees watched him, to see whether he would heal on the Sabbath, so that they might find a reason to accuse him. [8] But he knew their thoughts, and he said to the man with the withered hand, "Come and stand here." And he rose and stood there. [9] And Jesus said to them, "I ask you, is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to destroy it?" [10] And after looking around at them all he said to him, "Stretch out your hand." And he did so, and his hand was restored. [11] But they were filled with fury and discussed with one another what they might do to Jesus.     
    "Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to kill?" sets forth the principle of works of mercy.  If we see a real need on Sunday, and we respond to that need with a mercy that may require effort or even some sweat, if that need has an immediate need to be addressed, such work is not breaking the commandment to keep the Sabbath.  For example, you are on your way home from church and you see an elderly couple pulled over beside the road with a flat tire.  Stopping to help them would technically be work, but would not break the Sabbath commandment according to this teaching of Jesus.  Those who run hospitals, like doctors and nurses, those involved in law enforcement, fire, and rescue perform vital services to the good and necessary health of individuals and society.  Their works of necessity and mercy cannot be completely stopped on Sunday.  Sickness, fires, and accidents take no holidays.


We are sometimes guilty of making Sunday a day of weariness instead a delightful day of rest.  Even our good intentions of proper Sabbath observance can be more of a burden than a blessing.  That being said, the problem of modern American culture on Sunday does not fall on the side of legalism but on the side of libertinism.  Sunday has become more holiday than holy day.  And even those who try to properly observe it often fall prey to the burdensome notion of wanting to give the least amount of effort to receive the maximum amount of credit for keeping Sunday holy.  Instead of looking forward to the day, we are too much like the people who the prophet Amos condemned who could not wait till the Sabbath was over so they could continue the wickedness of their lives –
Amos 8:5 

    saying, "When will the new moon be over,

        that we may sell grain?

    And the Sabbath,

        that we may offer wheat for sale,

    that we may make the ephah small and the shekel great

        and deal deceitfully with false balances, 

Joy Davidman captures the essence of our improper understanding of the Lord’s Day with her very creative report of a visitor from Mars who happens to observe American life on a Sunday –
    The Martian student, swooping dangerously low over these United States in his flying saucer, scribbled furiously with his writing tentacle.  He had chosen an ideal morning for taking notes—a fine summer Sunday, with all the natives coming out of their houses and obligingly spreading themselves around for his observation.  But he was in a desperate hurry.  Only one more week till his thesis was due, and without it he hadn’t an earthman’s chance of passing his comparative anthropology course.  


As it turned out, though, he needn’t have worried.  The report he wrote was brilliant, comparing favorably for accuracy an insight with the best work of our earthly anthropologists.  In several Martian colleges professors have read it aloud as a shining example of what modern scientific methods can do.


“Like many primitive life forms (thus went the Marians’ report) the creatures of the third planet are sun worshippers.  One day in every seven is set apart for the adoration of their deity, weather permitting.  Their rituals vary, and each apparently involves a special form of dress; but all are conducted in the open air, and most seem to require the collection of enormous crowds. Some creatures gather in vast arenas, to watch strangely garbed priests perform elaborate ceremonies involving a ball and variously shaped instruments of wood.  (The significance of the ball as a solar symbol, or course, is known to every Martian schoolboy.)  Others, no doubt the mystics and solitaries of their religion, prefer to address the ball themselves with long clubs, singly or in groups of two or four, wandering in green fields.  Some stripping themselves almost naked in their ecstasy, go down to the seashore in great throngs and there perform their rites often hurling themselves into waves with frenzied cries.  (This practice is unmistakably based on the dogma, found also among the semi-intelligent crustaceans of Venus, that the sun is s sea-god born anew each morning from the ocean, the use of large bright colored balls in these seaside rituals is confirmatory evidence.)  After the ceremonial immersion, devotees have been observed to surrender themselves entirely to silent communion with the deity . . .


“There exist, however, a small sect of recalcitrants or heretics that does not practice sun worship.  These may be identified by their habit of clothing themselves more soberly and completely than the sun worshippers.  They too gather in groups, but only to hide from the sun in certain buildings of doubtful use, usually with windows of glass colored to keep the light out.  It is not clear whether these creatures are unbelievers or whether they are excommunicated from sun worship for some offense—we have not been able to discover what goes on within their buildings, which may perhaps be places of punishment.  But it is noteworthy that their face and gestures show none of the almost orgiastic religious frenzy with which the sun worshippers pursue their devotion.  In fact, they usually appear relaxed and even placid, thus indicating minds blank of thought or emotion . . .

But it is Davidman’s conclusion that is so hauntingly true –

Sunday is still a holiday to all of us, but for many it has long since ceased to be a holy day.  Violation of the Sabbath is one of the great sorrows of the modern churchman.  Half the churches are empty, while all the popular places of entertainment are crowded.  True, men seldom work on the Sabbath if they can help it; but how passionately, how unscrupulously, they play on it!

The word delight is used in the Bible regarding the Sabbath—

Isaiah 58:13-14 

    "If you turn back your foot from the Sabbath,

        from doing your pleasure on my holy day,

    and call the Sabbath a delight

        and the holy day of the Lord honorable;

    if you honor it, not going your own ways,

        or seeking your own pleasure, or talking idly; 

    [14] then you shall take delight in the Lord,

        and I will make you ride on the heights of the earth;

    I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father,

        for the mouth of the Lord has spoken." 

We too often associate proper Sabbath observance with the word drudgery instead of delight.  Or we largely disregard the Scriptural teachings associated with the Lord’s Day.  It is not uncommon for Presbyterian (PCA) pastors to take an exception to the Westminster Standard’s teaching on the Sabbath.  This exception is often based on the assumption that the Standards go beyond the teaching of the Bible.  Yet it is evident that recreation, entertainment, and work were in those days and still are the major engagements that lead to improper Sabbath observance.  The Lord’s Day or Christian Sabbath is to be kept both holy and wholly.  Only works of necessity and mercy are to be done.  Otherwise, we are to endeavor to devote the whole day to public and private worship, as well as, a holy resting from our usual vocations and avocations which are proper on other days. 


The Sabbath Commandment begins with the admonition to remember.  The Larger Catechism gives us an apt warning about remembering –
Why is the word “remember” set in the beginning of the fourth commandment? (WLC 121)

The word “remember” is set in the beginning of the fourth commandment, partly, because of the great benefit of remembering it, we being thereby helped in our preparation to keep it, and, in keeping it better to keep all the rest of the commandments, and to continue a thankful remembrance of the two great benefits of creation and redemption, which contain a short abridgement of religion; and partly, because we are very ready to forget it, for there is less nature of light for it, and it restrains our natural liberties in things at other times lawful; that it comes but once in seven days, and many worldly businesses come between, and too often take our minds for thinking of it, either to prepare for it, or to sanctify it; and Satan with his instruments labors much to blot out the glory, and even the memory of it, to bring in all irreligion and impiety.

While we must steer clear of the danger of being Pharisees on the Sabbath, disregard for the Sabbath is also to be avoided.  A proper regard for the Lord’s Day is vital to the practice and growth of our Christian lives.  In keeping the Lord’s Day properly we are not so much doing God a favor.  Our disregard for the day instead does great damage to our own lives.  The Sabbath is a gracious gift from a loving God.  Like all His gifts, we should receive it thankfully and live it thoroughly.

Three words of admonition about Sunday –
· STOP – take a break.  The perpetual motion, endless drive, always going breakneck pace of modern life is relentless.  Why do we always have to be so busy?  Why can’t we just stop.  “Be still and know I am God” is hard to hear and do in our day because we are always going and going and going.  So just let Sunday be a big red stop sign in your life.  Stop, the world can go on without you, it is in good hands!

· LOOK -  Look first at how God has revealed Himself – in His word and in His creation.  Spend some time studying God’s word both in church and out of church on Sunday.  Give some extended time to the study of the Scriptures.  Also take time to look at the creation, get outside, go to the beach, go to the park, get out in the yard and look at the beauty of God in Creation.
· LISTEN -  Add prayer to your stopping and looking.  Speak to God, but also be still enough, quite enough, long enough to listen to what He may be saying to you in His word and through His creation.
STOP, LOOK, and LISTEN.
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