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Sermon 07-24-11
“Remember the Sabbath Day by keeping it holy”
Exodus 20: 1-4a, 7-11

Then God spoke all these words,
2 “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 3 you shall have no other gods before[a] me.
4 “You shall not make for yourself an idol…
7 “You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit anyone who misuses his name.
8 “Remember the Sabbath day and 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; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 11 For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it.

1)
So often I wonder what your average Sunday morning looks like. I wonder how you got here? Some of you may be early risers and you’ve already got a workout routine in. Some of you may still be with one leg and one eye in your bed. Some of us may have had a meaningful breakfast with family, while others will have had their first major meltdown of a family member and still others may have skipped breakfast altogether because some work demands have come up…

I don’t know what your Sunday morning today looked like – I hope it was meaningful but chances are it hasn’t been! Do you feel your Sunday morning has been holy so far? 

Today we are looking at the 4th commandment, and it says:

Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. - Exodus 20:8

Hm, how are we doing these days with keeping the Sabbath holy? We are Christians, we aren’t Jewish, so for us when we hear Sabbath we identify that with our Sunday, not with the Saturday of Jewish people. 

The question how the Jewish Sabbath relates to the Christian Sunday is a subject that we could spend weeks on. I remember at Seminary we once spent an entire semester in an interdisciplinary course dissecting the history of how the Christian Sunday and the Jewish Sabbath are connected. It’s an interesting field but I don’t want to go into that today. 
Most Christians have come to apply the 4th commandment to our Sunday and I think that’s fine. To me it seems far more essential to wonder: What does it mean to take one day a week and keep it holy? For us to understand that we have to understand the background for this commandment. 
2.1)
Interestingly, the 4th commandment does give us a background! It is one out of only two commandments that gives us a reason for why it exists.

We have already seen that the second commandment - do not make an idol - came with a reason. God said that he doesn’t want us to make an idol because he is a jealous God. We spend quite some time on the first Sunday in July reflecting about what that means. 
Today as we look at the 4th commandments and we are again given a reason/ a background for why it is important to God that we keep the Sabbath holy. Would you care to read that out loud together with me?

8 “Remember the Sabbath day and 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; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 11 For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it.

The fourth commandment is the longest of all commandments. Isn’t that intersecting? God really seems to be interested in us to take it seriously. 

The reason we are given to keep the Sabbath holy is because it is directly linked to the act of creation itself. Believe it or not but there were other cultures in ancient times that had a 7-day week system and even knew about keeping a day of rest – but for Israel God ties it all to the act of creation as we know it from the beginning of the Bible.

According to Genesis 1f God created the world in 7 days – 6 days were for active, creative work, one day was for active, creative rest. God’s rest on the 7th day of creation was as much part of creation as the first 6 days!
The fourth commandment is actually quoting the first book of the Bible:

On the sixth day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work that he had done. - Genesis 2:2

When God commands his people to keep the 7th day as a day of rest – isn’t it like God saying: ‘Do it like me?! I worked hard for 6 days but then it was important to take a rest day.’ It seems God is communicating that the idea of rest is intricately embedded into life as we know it on this planet. 

Think about human history for a moment: When the industrial revolution happened greed of some factory owners would at times eliminate the Sunday rest. Combined with poor conditions of work the lifespan of factory workerscould be as low as 35 years of age. Many children died too. Isn’t that terrible? Have we learned our lesson from this? Many of us enjoy a two-day weekend – do we actually honor it, or do we just continue to labor as if there was no break?

Please think about this in the context of your own life. What role does rest play in your life? Do you take rest and do you grant rest to others? It’s a simple question but it goes deep – for me too…

2.2)
Let’s dig a little deeper: You may remember that there are two versions of the TC in the Bible?
The book of Deuteronomy repeats the ten commandments and when it comes to the fourth commandment it gives us a different reason:

12 Observe the Sabbath day and keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. 13 Six days you shall labor and do all your work. 14 But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, or your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns, so that your male and female slave may rest as well as you. 15 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. – Deuteronomy 5:15

Here, in the second version of the TC the reason for sabbath rest is not tied to God’s act of creation, but to more of a social justice aspect. 
	This aspect is not neglected in the book of Exodus, there too we had a mention of slavery, but it wasn’t explicitly connected as a reason for keeping the sabbath. 

You may find this whole connection of the Sabbath rest and slavery troublesome. You may wonder: Why didn’t God command the Israelites to not have any slaves in the first place? If you are troubled by that please keep in mind that Israel was never instructed to have slavery as a system. Slavery was so common in the ancient world it would just be a matter of time until it crept into the society of Israel. 

Here is how I see it (this is just me hypothesizing…): God’s ethical call on his people is to change the systems of oppression in this world from the inside out. God teaches his people that slaves are people too – just as the Israelites were people when the Egyptians abused them. And every person – no matter which form of government or societal structure rules – deserves to be affected by the good rules that God is beginning to put into place. 

Let’s think big picture about this – there is nothing wrong with thinking critically (…): What change in world history would it have made had God given an 11th commandment that says: ‘You shall not have slaves nor tolerate any form of slavery.’ Imagine how this would have impacted the history of our country and the lives of millions of people!

Friends, the fact of the matter is that it is a hypothetical question that I can’t possibly answer for you. It goes along the line of good questions like:
· Why could God not have prevented Adam and Eve from eating the fruit?
· Why did God not reveal himself to all the world instead of just Israel?
· Why did God not just offer salvation without the death of his son?

These are all good questions – and I can’t answer them. I don’t think anyone can. All we can do is to acknowledge that God’s commands are bringing goodness into whatever terrible system there is ruling in the world – including the dignity of giving rest to people who are oppressed and shouldn’t be.

I don’t believe that the TC are a human invention. I don’t think they just reflect a stage in human development in which opposition to the system of slavery wasn’t invented yet. I believe the TC come from God as the biblical narrative presents it to us. I believe God knew what he was doing when he gave the commandments, they are one step of many leading to the arrival of God’s son who would give us a new command. In Jesus God would pave the way to end all oppression even though the human race has a terrible track record of embracing that way!



3)
Because I believe that the TC are indeed from our God who was revealed in Jesus Christ I need to move on now together with you to a much more practical level:

What can I do to keep the fourth commandment today?

What can you and I do to remember the Sabbath and keep it holy?

We have looked at the two ways Israel was instructed to remember the Sabbath – creation rest and liberation from slavery. Remembering the Sabbath was a super important rule in Israelite life and had the death penalty on breaking the Sabbath!

How does this fit into the lifestyle of us who know God through Jesus Christ? Jesus Christ is actually the key to that. Jesus did not do away with the TC – he fulfilled them.

Here is what Jesus said about the the 4th commandment:

Jesus said to them, “The Sabbath was made for humankind and not humankind for the Sabbath, so the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” - Mark 2:27f

Jesus clarifies for us that keeping the Sabbath is not about running around looking if there might be a neighbor somewhere who dares mowing the lawn on Sunday.
Jesus clarifies for us that the Sabbath is so much more important to human life than turning it into a restrictive thing: “Which day of the week is it now to keep it?” or “ What tasks are allowed and which ones are not?”

The Sabbath is a gift from God for us not against us. Rest is important – if we work, toil and labor constantly it is not good for us. We dishonor that God has modeled for us that regular weekly sabbath rest is written into the universal dna of creation. Granting this rest to all, including people that are oppressed, disenfranchised and living on the edge of society is of utmost ethical importance.

How can you honor this, how can you discover that the 4th commandment is for you – not to restrict you but to free you?

Evtl: Share Oma-Opa not farming on Sundays and how it was freeing not restricting.

4)
I asked you earlier “How did you come to church today?” I ask you know: “How will you leave?” Will you leave fired up and on fire for God? Will you leave with an understanding in your heart that God loves you so much he doesn’t want you to be a workaholic but to do it like him? 
Contrary to God we will not always find that after 6 days we have finished all our work. That’s the temptation – there is always more work to do. Sometimes you have to stop and see that what you’ve done is enough and very good already!
For God’s sake, let’s do it. For Christ’s sake, let’s do it – because Christ came to give us freedom and not to take it away. Thank you Lord JC, Amen. 
