
WHAT DOES THE LORD EXPECT OF US?
Exodus 20:8-11

SABBATH REST

Some churches read Exodus 20 and call them “The Ten Suggestions.” We have heard today what Vienna Baptist Church calls the Ten Commandments. When I took my first Bible class in college, Dr. Blevins kept referring to the “Decalogue.” I didn’t know what he was talking about. Well, “Decalogue” means “Ten Words.” The Jewish tradition calls them the "Ten Words," while Christian tradition knows them as the "Ten Commandments."

I would like for us to look today at only one of the commandments: “Be nice to your pastors.” Oh, I guess that one didn’t make it down the mountain with Moses. So let’s look at the fourth commandment (or fourth word): Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy.

Now I know what you and I hear automatically when we read these verses. We hear that the seventh day is God's day and we are supposed to go to church or synagogue or mosque on the Sabbath day for worship. Worship is not mentioned in these verses, however. The Seventh Day is a  holy day. The Lord says it is a holy day not because it is a worship day but because it is a rest day. And most of us Baptists know that no Sunday is a day of rest if you are active in a local church. Just this Sunday we have Bible study for all ages, a Chancel Choir rehearsal, a worship service, a bereavement team meeting, snack supper at 5:00, Sunday Night Alive, and then a Leadership Team meeting. Whew! Sunday is not a day of rest for Baptists! As some of you have said to me, “I don’t know if I have enough time or energy to be a Baptist!”

Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy. We are to keep it holy by not working. Why are we to rest at least one day a week? Because God the Creator did: 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. (20:11). God the Creator worked really hard for six days and then said, “I think I won’t be coming in to the office today. I’m taking a rest.” 

Was the creation finished? No! Was the creation perfect? No! God’s work was good but neither perfect nor complete. The Creator always has something more to do--shape up that platypus a little more, re-think the need for wasps, and make ice-cream a simple antidote for cancer. But the Creator took the day off. God knows the creation is not perfect, but Yahweh says, “It’s good, it’s good, it’s very good!” And God rests on the Sabbath—the Seventh Day.

The command is to rest. We are to rest, and so are our children, our slaves and visitors in our town. The Lord says here in verse 10 that even the cows are to rest. The good news is that we are not made to work and to go at a frantic pace for seven days a week. We all need rest. Choir members, are rests important in music? Sure. How about rest stops when you travel by car from Vienna to Miami? Are they important? Sure. Are time outs important in sports? They can change the momentum of a game. 


In my freshman year of college I was so glad to be on the tennis team that I practiced with the team five afternoons a week. I was the first one on the courts and the last one off. And I found someone to hit with me on Saturdays and Sundays. And my game began to get worse rather than better. I realized that I needed a sabbath--a day of rest--from tennis, which I loved dearly. The rest helped. 


Rests are not wasted time--they are essential intervals in our living. The rabbis call the Sabbath “an island in time.” Now there’s a thought! Time moves so quickly and seems to have a life of its own. As we struggle through the dangerous seas of our lives, we need to rest for a while at the islands that we encounter. We need to stop paddling for a while and rest in a nurturing relationship with the God who made us and with the creation of which we are an important part. Sabbath is an island in time. 


The call is to develop habits and disciplines that break those patterns of behavior that develop lives of their own. Sabbath practice is not to be added on to everything else, but is the intentional breaking of requirements that seem almost ordained in our busy life. “Well, I have to go into the office this weekend!” “I think I’ll just do a few hours of work at home tonight and get a start on Monday’s in-box,” we say all too often. The fourth commandment calls us to Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy by resting.

SABBATH BLESSING

The last part of this commandment states, Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it. The Sabbath day in itself is not so much blessed as is the faith community who rests on the Sabbath. To bless is to give the gift of power. To bless is to affirm what something or someone is no matter what they do or have not done. Blessing is never earned; for blessing is always a gift given freely. Many of us live out our time trying to earn the blessing from father or mother, sister or brother, spouse or child, and especially from our Creator.  We grasp and climb and strive to earn the blessing that can come only as gift.


In this fourth command we hear the strong word that blessing and rest are related, and have been related since the beginning of time. We work so hard to try to earn this blessing from God--this blessing that affirms that we are loved because we exist and not because of what we do. And when we do not experience the blessing, we do not celebrate with the Lord in the Sabbath rest. We never stop and say, "That's enough for now." When we accept the blessing from the Lord, however, then we can say "That’s enough for now.” We can rest, rest in the assurance that although the world and our lives are not perfect, we are good, very good, in God's sight.


As usual, I am not preaching to you. I am preaching to me! For years I refused to take  a personality test because I was afraid someone would discover I don’t have a personality. When I finally took a personality test, I discovered that I try to persuade you and everyone else to like me because of what I do. In my head I believe I am a human being, but in my will I act like I am a human doing. So of all the commandments, this one is the most difficult for me because I am afraid that if I rest I will not do enough, that you will not like me enough, that I will not be loved enough, and that I will not be saved. I don’t know about you, but I do know about me!


So the fourth command invites me to rest because we, like the Sabbath day, have been blessed by God. We are blessed by God--loved by God--before we ever do one thing. The people to whom these Ten Words are given have already been literally saved from slavery and chosen by God. In the Bible grace and salvation precede the call to obedience. 


Which comes first in the Bible--the exodus from Egypt or the giving of the Ten Words? Hmmm. Moses leads the people through the Red Sea in chapter 14 and the Ten Words are given here in chapter 20. Which comes first? Salvation comes first. Yahweh does not first ask the people to make any promise, to obey any law, to make any covenant with God. Salvation comes first. The law is given to a people who are already saved. The Israelites do not earn salvation by obedience to the law; for God’s action and God’s blessing come first. This is Paul’s main point in the book of Romans: grace precedes law.

The covenant is not a list of ten laws--ten commands. The covenant is a relationship: I will be your God and you will be my people. Yahweh chooses us and blesses us and then offers the Ten Words as ways to respond to grace already received. This is what the Lord expects of us—to respond in thanks to the grace already received. 

The Lord blessed the Sabbath day and the Lord blesses us through the Sabbath day. This is not a rule to be followed before God will bless us but is a way to nurture our relationship with God by resting on the Sabbath and acknowledging the blessing from God.  Yes, blessing and rest are integrally related. The Sabbath rest is our response to the Sabbath blessing. 

Do you remember snow days from previous winters? Can you say “cabin fever?” After a few days parents call child care centers and ask: “How soon can you open back up? These children are driving me nuts!”? During one snow storm in North Carolina a few years ago, I did not leave the neighborhood for five days. I savored the time. I played in the snow. I thought some, read some and played some. Those snow days were a Sabbath for me. 


Let’s think of Sabbath as a snow day. Playfulness and rest, to our very great surprise, go hand in hand. When we read these Ten Words in Exodus 20, we usually think: “Rules! commandments! “Thou shalt not’s!” What if we read the Fourth Word as Remember the snow day and keep it holy? It’s not a rule; it’s a gift--a gift of Sabbath rest and blessing.
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