
TRUE HUMANITY: SABBATH

Generally speaking, when we hear the word “Sabbath” our thoughts go to attending a Sunday morning
church service, hearing a sermon, participating in musical worship, talking story with a few people from
church, and then going on with the rest of your Sunday afternoon.  For others, Sabbath reminds us of
an unattainable ideal where we are just recovering from our exhausting week and desiring a way to
check-out or recharge so that we enter another grueling week ahead.  Whether we think that Sabbath
is just about church service or a way to recuperate from burn-out, it is something that God addresses
over and over again — which must mean that it’s something that, as followers imitating Jesus, we need
to piece together for our personal rhythms.

Deuteronomy 5:12-15 ESV 
Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. 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, you
or your son or your daughter or your male servant or your female servant, or your ox or your donkey or any
of your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates, that your male servant and your female servant
may rest as well as you. 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. 

The word “Sabbath” was first introduced only after the Israelites made their exodus out of
Egyptian slavery into a freed people of the one and only God.  As God’s people, set apart to
share with the rest of the nations what it looks like to be led and shaped by God Himself for the
flourishing of the word, it was a practice to help God’s people remember and rest — but to
remember and rest in a particular way.  Sabbath rest helps to 1.) set God’s people apart and
remember and rest in God as deliverer and provider and 2.) establish rest for everyone and
everything under your care and influence.

Matthew 12:1-14 NLT 
At about that time Jesus was walking through some grainfields on the Sabbath. His disciples were hungry, so
they began breaking off some heads of grain and eating them. But some Pharisees saw them do it and
protested, “Look, your disciples are breaking the law by harvesting grain on the Sabbath.

Jesus said to them, “Haven’t you read in the Scriptures what David did when he and his companions were
hungry? He went into the house of God, and he and his companions broke the law by eating the sacred
loaves of bread that only the priests are allowed to eat. And haven’t you read in the law of Moses that the
priests on duty in the Temple may work on the Sabbath? I tell you, there is one here who is even greater than
the Temple! But you would not have condemned my innocent disciples if you knew the meaning of this
Scripture: ‘I want you to show mercy, not offer sacrifices.’ For the Son of Man is Lord, even over the Sabbath!”

Sabbath
What true rest means for the sake of others
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Then Jesus went over to their synagogue, where he noticed a man with a deformed hand. The Pharisees
asked Jesus, “Does the law permit a person to work by healing on the Sabbath?” (They were hoping he would
say yes, so they could bring charges against him).

And he answered, “If you had a sheep that fell into a well on the Sabbath, wouldn’t you work to pull it out? Of
course you would. And how much more valuable is a person than a sheep! Yes, the law permits a person to
do good on the Sabbath.”

Then he said to the man, “Hold out your hand.” So the man held out his hand, and it was restored, just like
the other one! Then the Pharisees called a meeting to plot how to kill Jesus.

Another starting point in thinking through what Sabbath truly is, we need to recognize that
Jesus put his life on the line to define it — it was so important that the instigating case for
Jesus’s own death was the belief that Jesus was breaking the Sabbath law.  So, what does
Sabbath mean for Jesus?  His focus was on remembering who we are as image bearers of God
and resting - settling in - into that identity and calling — which, again, includes the flourishing of
all under our care and influence.  Jesus defined Sabbath as practicing who we are meant to be
and do in the Kingdom of God.    

Genesis 2:1-3 NIV 
Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. By the seventh day God had finished
the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. Then 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, the discrepancy that Jesus put his life on the line for the sake of what Sabbath means for us,
this commandment that is meant to set us apart and point for others the way of God and being
truly human, causes us to go back to the beginning.  And in Genesis, we see that God Himself,
after the progressive work of days one through six, after everything He created and cultivated
was “very good”, He took the seventh day, set it apart, and rested into creation.  He enjoyed it. 
 He participated in it.  He blessed it and allowed for creation to flourish in it.  God practiced
Sabbath from the very beginning.  

So, what does Sabbath mean? 

Sabbath : שבת (“Shabbat”): “Stop”

Literally means to intentionally stop, or take a pause, in order to remember and rest.  And the word
“rest” נוַּח (“nuach”) more so means to “settle in” or “establish”.  Sabbath means to stop what you’re
doing, remember God as deliverer and provider, and out of that satisfaction and assurance, settle into
and establish your identity and call for the flourishing of those under your care and influence.

Remembering and Resting can practically look like this: 

Stop in order to practice 3 things:
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Remember

INWARD

Others as fellow Image
Bearers

OUTWARD

Who God is as Provider
and Promise-keeper

What do these ultimately create?  What is the purpose of Sabbath? 

In a nutshell, Sabbath is to practice the reality of the Kingdom of God, on a regular basis so that our
hope (in God’s full presence, our full humanity, and culture’s full renewal) can be experienced little by
little in the here and now.  Sabbath is to practice, in the midst of a broken world, on this side of new
creation, an imagination of what the Kingdom of God can be like — we remember and rest in God as
deliverer and provider, in how we as true humanity partner with God to create and cultivate culture
around us for the flourishing of those under our care and influence, and in liberating others as fellow
image-bearers of God to enjoy and enter into the same remembrance and rest.  Sabbath helps to set
into our personal rhythms and calendars, a means to cultivate spiritual, cultural and social renewal.

STOP TO FOCUS

Rest

UPWARD

Who are we as True
Humanity

In God's Presence In participating in
cultural mandate

To liberate others
(particularly those who

are blocked from) to
enter into God's rest 

Route

Create connection with
Trinitarian God through

worship (nature,
celebration, music,

prayer, study, fasting,
solitude, prayer walk,

writing, etc.)

Create (beautiful, joyful,
generous, faithful, etc.)
goodness out of social

and raw materials

Create environments or
ways in which others can
also experience Upward
and Inward Sabbath for

themselves

Cultivates: Spiritual Renewal Cultural Renewal Social Renewal
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