
“THE FOURTH COMMANDMENT:  SABBATH-KEEPING”

I. Introduction

A. I suspect that the fourth commandment is the one that generates 
the widest variety of responses among professing Christians.

1. Some have great zeal for the Sabbath.

2. Others believe that the fourth commandment only applied to 
God’s people in the Old Testament. 

3. Others like to get into the particulars of what activities are 
forbidden on the Sabbath.

4. Others wonder if they might be breaking this commandment 
in ways that they are not even aware of.

5. And some just want to be assured that they can keep on 
doing the things that they really like to do on Sundays.

6. It is ironic that a commandment about rest is met with so 
much contention and anxiety.

B. I believe that this commandment is still in effect today, and I will 
spend some time in this sermon explaining why it is still in effect.

1. That being said, there are factors that have an impact upon 
how the fourth commandment applies to God’s people 
today.

2. The Israelites lived in the era of promise, while we live in the 
era of fulfillment.

3. The Israelites lived under the Sinai Covenant, while we live 
under the New Covenant.
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4. The Israelites lived in a theocracy, while God’s people today 
are scattered among all the nations on the earth.

5. We will take these factors into consideration as we study the 
fourth commandment this morning.

II. The Substance of the Sabbath Command

A. We begin by looking at the substance of the Sabbath command.

1. The first thing that we see in our text is that God tells us to 
“Remember the Sabbath day.”

2. In this context, remembering is not merely a matter of 
mental recollection.

3. It is a matter of participating in the reality that is being 
remembered.

4. We remember the Sabbath by observing it, which means 
participating in God’s rest and letting it have a shaping 
influence in our lives.

B. The next thing that we see in this commandment is that the Sabbath 
is to be kept holy.

1. It is a sacred day, a day that is to be set apart from all the 
other days of the week.

2. Contrary to the thinking of some Christians, not everything 
in the world is sacred.

3. It is certainly true that God rules over every square inch of 
his creation.

4. It is also true that he calls us to glorify him in our vocations 
and our avocations.

5. But this does not mean that all of life is sacred. 
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6. Some things are holy, but some things are common.

7. If everything is holy, then nothing is holy.

8. If everything is sacred, then nothing is set apart -- everything 
is the same.

C. By calling the Sabbath a holy day, God is telling us that this is a day 
that belongs to him in a special way.

1. It is a day that is set apart to be an emblem of his redemptive 
purposes for the world that he has made.  

2. This point is made clear when the fourth commandment is 
restated in the book of Deuteronomy.

3. In Deuteronomy 5, God says, “You shall remember that you 
were a slave in 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.” (Deut. 5:15)

4. This tells us that the Sabbath is a sign of redemption, a sign 
that reminds us that we are a people whom God has set 
apart as holy to himself. 

D. Our text in Exodus also tells us how we are to keep the Sabbath 
holy.

1. It says that we sanctify the Sabbath by ceasing from the labor 
that we do on the other days of the week.

2. Of course, some work still has to be done on the Sabbath.

3. Meals have to be prepared, and we have to clean-up after we 
eat those meals. 

4. Children, animals, and the sick need to be cared for.
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5. Emergencies that arise have to be dealt with.

6. Order has to be maintained in society.

7. And before too long, snow will have to be removed from our 
driveways.

8. These things are works of necessity and works of mercy, and 
they are clearly not forbidden by the fourth commandment.

9. What is forbidden is the work that we do to earn our living, 
the work that we do as our vocation in life, the work that 
occupies the bulk of our time on the other days of the week.

10. As far as it depends on us, we should refrain from engaging 
in that kind of work on the Sabbath.

11. This is how we set the day apart for God. 

E. One other aspect of the substance of the fourth commandment is 
that Sabbath rest was to be extended to all who lived within Israel.

1. Israelite adults were not allowed to make their children or 
servants do extra work on the seventh day in order to make 
up for their own lost labor on that day.

2. Sabbath rest was to be extended to sojourners, the non-
Israelites who lived in Israel’s midst.

3. Even Israelite animals were to be given a day of rest on the 
seventh day.

4. Because the entire nation was God’s holy nation, all of the 
creatures who lived within its bounds were required to keep 
the Sabbath day holy.

III. The Sabbath Is Rooted in Creation
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A. This brings us to verse 11, where God states the reason why the 
Sabbath is to be kept holy.

1. He says, “For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, 
the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh 
day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made 
it holy.”

2. This tells us that the fourth commandment was given to 
reflect the pattern that God set when he did his work of 
creating the world.

3. It says that God made the world to be the realm in which 
man would reflect the divine image by following the pattern 
of work and rest that God established when he made the 
world.

B. As we consider this, it is important to remember that God did not 
rest on the seventh day because he was tired.  

1. His rest on the seventh day was a matter of resting in his 
finished work.  

2. He was enjoying the completion of his perfect work.

3. After creating and ordering the world on days one through 
six, God sat down to reign over the world as its Creator-
King.  

4. When we understand God’s rest in this way, we see that the 
Sabbath is a sign.

5. It points to the fulfillment of God’s purposes for his world.  

6. When the people of Israel rested from their labors on the 
seventh day of the week, they were being reminded of God’s 
intention to fulfill his perfect plan for his creation.  

7. The Sabbath pointed forward to the day when all creation 
will be in perfect peace with, and perfect submission to, its 
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Creator and Lord.

C. The fact that the fourth commandment is grounded in God’s 
pattern of work and rest at creation teaches us something that is at 
the very heart of the biblical narrative.

1. It points to the arrangement that God set up with Adam, an 
arrangement in which Adam would be entitled to enter into 
God’s rest after completing the work that was assigned to 
him.

2. Just as God did his work of creating the world and then 
entered his rest, so also was Adam to do his work of obeying 
God’s commands and then enter God’s Sabbath rest.

3. That rest was symbolized by the tree of life.

4. If Adam had obeyed God, he would have been granted the 
right to eat from that tree and live forever.

5. If Adam had faithfully carried out the duties that were 
assigned to him, he would have entered into the enjoyment 
of God’s rest as the proper wages of his work.

D. Of course, Adam’s sin made it impossible for any of us to enter 
God’s rest by performing the duties that God assigns to us.

1. After the fall, we can only enter God’s rest by faith in his 
promise.

2. This is why the writer of Hebrews says that “we who have 
believed enter that rest.” (Heb. 4:3)

3. The Sabbath is about much more than taking one day off 
from our work each week.

4. It is not merely telling us that life will go better for us if we 
avoid becoming workaholics.
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5. While that principle is true, it is not the point of the Sabbath.

6. The Sabbath is a sign of the gospel.

7. As John Calvin put it, the Sabbath is a day to lay aside our 
own works to allow God to work in us.

8. It is a day to meditate upon God’s promise of spiritual rest.

9. The Sabbath calls us to stop trusting in our own performance 
and to rest in God’s gracious provision for us in Christ.

IV. Sabbath Rest in Christ

A. This brings us to the next point that we are going to consider in 
relation to the fourth commandment:  how the Sabbath reaches its 
fulfillment in Christ.

1. There are a number of things that can be said about Jesus’ 
fulfillment of the fourth commandment.

2. When Jesus participated in public worship on the Sabbath, 
he set the day apart and kept it holy to the Lord.

3. When he healed people on the Sabbath, he showed that the 
true purpose of the Sabbath is to point to God’s redemptive 
plan for this sin-ruined world.

4. When he announced in the synagogue at Nazareth that he 
was the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy of the year of the 
Lord’s favor, he pointed people to himself as the way to 
enter into God’s Sabbath rest.

5. When he prayed to God the Father in John 17, he declared 
that he had completed the work that God had assigned to 
him and that he was now qualified to enter into a state of 
glorified rest in God’s presence.

6. When he cried out from the cross that his work was finished, 
he then committed his spirit into God’s hands and entered 
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into his rest.

B. Another way for us to explore Christ’s fulfillment of the Sabbath is 
to consider the reason why Christians celebrate the Sabbath on the 
first day of the week instead of on the seventh day.

1. While the New Testament does not contain an explicit 
command to move the Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday, 
there are clear indications that the church did so under the 
ministry of the apostles. 

2. In Acts 20, Christians gathered with Paul for the breaking of 
bread on “the first day of the week.” (v. 7)

3. In 1 Corinthians 16, Paul instructs the church to take up a 
collection for the relief of suffering saints on “the first day of 
every week.”

4. And in the book of Revelation, John says that he had his 
vision “on the Lord’s day,” a phrase which is consistently 
used to refer to Sunday in Christian writings from the 
second century onward.

5. When we consider these passages in light of the fact that the 
early church continued to keep a Sunday Sabbath, it is clear 
that this was in accord with the teaching of Christ’s apostles.

C. The question that arises from this is why the apostles and the early 
church made this change.

1. The second century apologist Justin Martyr provides an 
answer to this question when he says this:  “We all hold this 
common gathering on Sunday, since it is the first day, on 
which God transforming darkness and matter made the 
universe, and Jesus Christ our Saviour rose from the dead on 
the same day.” (Justin Martyr, First Apology, 67)

2. The Sabbath was moved to Sunday because Sunday was the 
day of beginnings and the day of Christ’s resurrection from 
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the dead.

3. The first century church saw that the coming of Christ 
marked the turning point in the fulfillment of God’s 
purposes for the world.  

4. Jesus perfectly followed the pattern that was set by God at 
creation.

5. He even completed his work on a Friday, the sixth day, and 
then his body rested in his grave on the seventh day.  

6. His subsequent resurrection on a Sunday, the first day of a 
new week, marked the inauguration of God’s promise of 
Sabbath rest.  

7. Through Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection, the world is 
being renewed and a new creation is being brought into 
existence.  

D. I hope that you can see how incredibly significant this is for us.  

1. It tells us that we have begun to enter into the eternal 
Sabbath rest to which the Old Testament Sabbath pointed.  

2. Christ’s resurrection marks the inauguration of the new 
creation, the reality to which the Sabbath was pointing all 
along.  

3. While this is true, we still live in a fallen world.  

4. Clearly, the promise of Sabbath rest and harmony has yet to 
be put into full effect.  

5. Our hope lies in the future, as we look forward to the day 
when Jesus returns to fully consummate his new creation.  

6. This is why we still need a Sabbath sign.  
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7. The Sabbath still has a function for us.

8. It assures us that God’s redemptive purposes for his world 
will be fulfilled.

V. Christian Sabbath-Keeping

A. This brings us to our consideration of what Christian Sabbath-
keeping looks like.

1. The Sabbath has not been abolished, but it is not in effect in 
exactly the same form in which it was observed in the Old 
Testament.

2. Paul tells us in Colossians 2 that the seventh day Sabbath 
and the other special Sabbaths that were commanded in the 
Mosaic law are no longer binding on God’s people.  

3. Nevertheless, as we have just seen, the early church did not 
believe that the Sabbath was done away with.  

4. They celebrated a Sunday Sabbath because they realized that 
we have not yet reached the goal that God has in store for us.

5. As the author of Hebrews explains, the fact that “there 
remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God” means that we 
need to “strive to enter that rest.” (Heb. 4:9, 11)

6. One of the ways in which we strive to enter it is by 
remembering the Sabbath day and keeping it holy.

B. When we think about Sabbath-keeping, we naturally want to know 
what kinds of activities are appropriate for Sunday.

1. While I do not have time in this sermon to evaluate every 
potential activity, I do want to give you a couple of things to 
think about.

2. One important question to ask is whether or not a given 
activity will hinder your participation in the corporate 
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gatherings of God’s people for worship.

3. If an activity would prevent you from going to church or 
make it difficult for you to go to church, then it is not 
something that you should be doing on Sunday.

4. At times, this means that we have to say ‘no’ to some things.

5. Another question to consider is whether or not a given 
activity would help you to enjoy, share, and reflect upon 
God’s gracious provision of spiritual rest in Jesus Christ.

6. That is what the Sabbath is all about.

7. Strive to make Sunday a day of refreshing for your own soul 
and for bringing refreshment to the souls of others.

C. You may know that Reformed Christians have had a degree of 
disagreement when it comes to the use of the Lord’s Day.

1. Reformed Christians in Britain, also known as the Puritans, 
said that the entire day was to be devoted to public and 
private worship, along with works of necessity and works of 
mercy.

2. In the Puritan view, there is no room for things like 
recreation or that Sunday afternoon nap.

3. This it the view that is set forth in our Westminster 
Confession of Faith and Catechisms. 

4. It is the area of our Confession to which officers most often 
take exception because they do not see the biblical support 
for such a rigid view of the use of the Lord’s Day.

D. Reformed Christians in continental Europe took a slightly different 
view on the use of the Lord’s Day.

1. Some of them, including John Calvin, were willing to allow 
moderate recreation on Sunday as long as it did not interfere 
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with the holy use of the day.

2. In Calvin’s view, the fourth commandment calls Christians 
to “meditate throughout life upon an everlasting Sabbath 
rest from all our works, that the Lord may work in us 
through his Spirit.” 

3. And as far as how to go about this, Calvin said that we 
“should diligently frequent the sacred meetings, and make 
use of those external aids which can promote the worship of 
God.” [Institutes 2.8.34]

4. The reason why our church offers both morning and evening 
worship services is to aid God’s people in setting apart the 
whole day to the Lord.

5. It is very helpful to bookend the entire day in corporate 
worship.

6. If you do not already do so, I urge you to attend both 
morning and evening services on the Lord’s Day.

7. Doing so will help you to better sanctify the Lord’s Day. 

E. Remembering the Sabbath means letting it shape our identity.

1. The Sabbath reminds us that we have not yet entered into 
our final rest, our true home.

2. It tells us that we are a pilgrim people, a people who desire a 
better country than anything that we can find in this world.  

3. Sabbath-keeping also demonstrates our trust in God to 
provide for our needs.

4. It can be costly to be committed to not working on Sunday.

5. Just think of the potential profit that a business like Chik-Fil-
A gives up by choosing to remain closed on Sundays.
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6. By making that decision, that company is saying that there 
are things that are more important than money.

7. We belong to another kingdom, a kingdom that is of much 
greater value than anything that this world can offer.

8. We have a Savior who has secured lasting rest for our 
restless hearts.

9. So let us set apart every Lord’s Day as a day to cease our 
striving and to heed the call of our Savior when he says, 
“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will 
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, 
for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 
your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is 
light.” (Mt. 11:28–30)


