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This morning we continue hearing the word of the Lord to us on the 

Fourth Commandment. I’m taking quite a bit to time with this 

commandment partly because there is a lot to say about it. All the 

commandments are important, but some of more straightforward than 

others. Also, we spent 3 sermons thinking about why the Fourth 

Commandment still applies to us today. Once you understand why the 

Fourth Commandment still applies to us today, it is not complicated, but 

it is rich – there are a lot of dimensions. It connects to the gospel in 

significant ways. I hope that you will agree with me that, like keeping 

the Fourth Commandment, studying it and exploring its depths is not 

tedious, but fascinating and enriching. It is fascinating and enriching 

because it is about life in the light of God which is endlessly fascinating, 

and it tells us a lot about life as God intends us to live it and that is also 

fascinating and enriching.  

And just a reminder that we are studying this commandment in the light 

of the gospel. We are studying it as believers who are united to Christ by 

faith and forgiven and embraced by God through Christ and not through 

keeping the law. Keeping the law is the result of salvation. It is part of 

the blessing of salvation. It is a huge part of what being saved means. It 

has nothing to do with earning salvation. We are accepted in Christ. We 

are thinking about the law from the position of those who are already 

accepted by God through faith in Jesus Christ.  



But I should also say that our attitude to the law is an important sign of 

whether or not our faith is real. We do not have faith just because we 

say we have faith. If faith is real there will be fruit. If our faith is the faith 

that comes from God, it will proceed from a heart that has been 

changed to love God and to love his law. If our faith is real, we will 

hunger and thirst after righteousness, not to earn salvation, but because 

we have had the law of God written on our heart so that there is an 

inward desire to keep God’s law because it reflects God himself and 

because therefore it is good. 

Today we will look at the relationship between work and rest which is 

what the Sabbath command is largely about. The pattern on which the 

Sabbath command is based is the pattern of God creating the world in 

six days and resting on the seventh day. The Sabbath command is that 

we are to follow that pattern in our lives. The fact that this pattern is 

stamped by God on the created order by his example during the first 

seven days, tells us some very significant things about life itself as well 

as telling us something very significant about God. 

There is a dialectic here between work and rest. The word “dialectic” is 

a word that I have given some thought to lately because it is actually a 

very important word in the history of philosophy and theology. It is used 

in some very bad philosophy and theology, but like many errors there is 

a grain of truth that is developed in wrong ways, so it becomes error. 

Anyway, a dialectic is two opposite ideas that throw light on one 

another – at least that is one of the ways of using that term. That is how 

I am using it now. In the Sabbath command, there is a dialectical 

relationship between the ideas of work and rest. Work and rest are 

opposite ideas. The Sabbath teaching in Scripture forces us to 

understand them in the light of one another. That means that God 

wants us to think of the six days of work in the light of the one day of 

rest and the one day of rest in the light of the one day of work. That is 

what I mean when I say that there is a dialectic relationship between 

work and rest in the Sabbath command. We understand work and rest 

in the light of one another. 

What this means at its very basic level is that life as God wants us to live 

it is not all about work and it is not all about rest. Both work and rest are 



important for a life that is pleasing to God and for a life that is satisfying 

and enjoyable for man. If work is gets too much emphasis, God is not 

honored, and life is impoverished. If rest gets too much emphasis, God 

is not honored, and life is impoverished. In the Sabbath command, God 

has structured our time so that he is honored, and human life is full and 

satisfying. As always, honoring God and a full and satisfying life go 

together. 

It is significant that both work and the Sabbath are creation ordinances 

and that God laid down the structure of the relationship between work 

and rest by his own example during the creation week. It is very clear 

that we are made to work. We are made to be fruitful as human beings 

by the majority marrying and having babies, but we are all made to be 

fruitful by working. No sooner had he created humanity than God told 

the man and the woman what their task was going to be. God gave us 

the task of having dominion over the earth and subduing it. He us the 

task of keeping and tilling the garden. That is, God gave mankind the 

task of ruling and managing the world on his behalf as his image-bearers 

and as part of that task we are to provide for our needs and develop our 

own abilities and skills and develop the potential of the earth to the 

glory of God. 

This is very interesting and helpful for our understanding of why we are 

here. In the first 6 days, God created all things, including mankind. The 

creation was finished. It was good. It was glorious the way it was. But it 

was designed to need more work and development. It was not a 

finished product in the sense that there was nothing more to be done 

except sit around and enjoy it. God could have done that. It would not 

have taken any more effort on his part to develop all the potential in the 

creation. He could have created the world full of people, ready-made 

families, beautiful homes, rust-proof cars that run on inexhaustible 

energy that did not produce green-house gases. He could have made it 

so that our cupboards and our fridges were always full and that our 

closets were always full of the right size clothes that either never went 

out of fashion or automatically changed fashion at a very pleasing rate. 

He could have created the whole thing fully developed and placed us in 

it just to enjoy it without having any work to do. But he did not do that. 



God made one man and one woman – told them to be fruitful and 

multiply and fill the earth and put them to work to care for the creation, 

to use it to meet their needs, but also to develop its potential – all so 

that they could glorify him in a pleasurable and satisfying way. So, God 

put us to work from the very beginning. 

But notice that he built in a day of rest right from the beginning as well. 

Even for himself, God did not think it best to work without stopping. He 

did not need to rest, of course, but he did find the pattern of 6 days of 

work and one day of rest to be good even for him. The reason is that 

God felt that, even for himself, there is a time to work and there is a 

time to refrain from working and enjoy the fruits of his labor. This shows 

us that God himself is not only about work. He is also about refraining 

from work and enjoying a time of rest. Rest is not just getting-over 

being tired. Rest is also a positive concept – rest is “enjoying not 

working-after-working” – enjoying the fruits of one’s labor – rest is 

another way of “being” besides working that is significant in and of itself 

and part of the fullness of life. God is fullness of life. There is no higher 

form of life than God’s life. And the first thing that God shows us about 

himself - after declaring himself to be the creator of all things – is that 

for him the pattern of work and then rest is good. God shows the 

goodness of work because he worked, and God shows the goodness of 

rest because he rested. Fullness of life consists of work and rest. It is not 

just one or the other. Both belong to a life that reflects the life of God. 

So, God put us on the earth to work, but not only to work. He also put 

us on the earth to rest from our work and to have a day to enjoy not 

working, and fellowship with him and with one another. This tells us 

something very important about the God of the Bible and the way that 

he thinks about us. 

One of the great problems that came into the world because of sin is 

the problem of slavery. Since the fall slavery has been a terrible reality 

that many human beings have had to endure. When you are a slave you 

are owned by another and your total value has to do with your work. 

Slaves are basically tools. They are like tractors or trucks. They exist to 

work. Their value for their owners is their work. They have no value 

apart from their work as far as their owners are concerned. 



The Sabbath command means that we are not God’s slaves in that 

sense. The Bible does sometimes use the word “slave” to refer to the 

relationship between God and his people, but that just gets at one 

aspect of our relationship with God. It means that we exist for God and 

that we must do what God says. But slavery to God is very, very 

different from slavery to another human being. And the biblical 

teaching on the relationship between work and rest is part of the way 

that the Bible makes that clear. 

For one, our work is patterned after God’s work. We are made in God’s 

image and we are to follow the pattern of six days of work and one day 

of rest that God set by his own example. God’s work created goodness. 

Repeatedly we read that God saw what he had done and pronounced it 

good. That indicates that God’s work was immensely satisfying. Our 

work is patterned after God’s work in this way. It is the use of effort and 

creativity to accomplish good things. We are to create goodness by our 

work. And creating goodness is satisfying because it is worthwhile. Work 

as God intends it is worthwhile and productive. It is incredibly satisfying. 

It belongs to the fulness of life. 

And the rest that is ordained to follow work makes the same point. God 

did not rest because he was tired. He rested because “not working” is 

also worthwhile and valuable. He not only stopped working, he declared 

the state of not-working on the seventh day to be holy. We might say 

that he set the seventh day apart for himself. He set the example of 

taking pleasure in what he had created. He paused to enjoy “not 

working” and taking pleasure in his own glory as that was reflected in 

the creation. And, no doubt, part of his pleasure on that first seventh 

day was receiving the worship of the people whom he had created to 

serve and worship him. 

This is very different from slavery in a fallen world. Slavery is being used 

by another. Slaves are not valued for anything other than their work. 

They are essentially human machines. They do not work for themselves. 

The fruit of their labors is for others. The slave driver does not care if 

they are finding satisfaction in their work. The slave does not profit from 

his work. The rest that he gets is simply to make it possible for him to 

continue working. 



The Sabbath command which is rooted in the pattern that God set in 

place at the creation gives a very different meaning to our work. Human 

work is intended to reflect God’s work in creating goodness and the 

command to stop working makes it very clear that God, who is our 

master, does not value us only as workers, but also as people with 

whom he enjoys fellowship and for whom “not working” is an important 

and significant part of life. So, God does not treat us as slaves in the way 

that sinful human masters treat their slaves. From the creation story 

itself, we learn that we are rulers of the earth under his authority and 

the relationship between work and rest that he insists on shows us that 

it his goal for us is that both our work and our rest glorify him and that 

both our work and our rest belong to a rich and satisfying life. We are 

not just workers whose whole value is in what we produce. We are 

valued people who are intended to find satisfaction in our work and to 

find satisfaction in our rest and we are valued people whose company 

God himself values and wants to enjoy. This is part of the meaning of 

the Fourth Commandment. 

Let us focus a little more on rest and on the significance of rest. It is 

obvious that in one sense rest means something different for us than it 

does for God. Rest helps us to get over being tired. God does not need 

rest in that way, but we human beings do. This highlights a very 

significant difference between God and us. God is infinite. God does not 

have any limitations. God never runs out of energy and so he does not 

get tired. We, one the other hand, are not infinite. We do have 

limitations. We do run out of energy and we do get tired. So, we need to 

rest in order to recover from our tiredness. 

And this is part of God’s purpose for the Sabbath day. He gives it to us 

as a break from working. And because he knew that many of us, at least, 

would not take that break if he merely suggested it or allowed it, he 

made it a command and put it in as one of the ten that summarized his 

moral law. The idea of rest is more than taking a break from working so 

that we can “get-over” being tired, but it is not less than that. And so, 

part of the significance of the Fourth Commandment is that God 

understands our need for a break from working.  



This is part of God’s care for us. Psalm 103:14 says that God knows our 

frame; he remembers that we are dust. In that context the emphasis is 

more on the fact that we die, but it does express the idea that we are 

weak. We are not like God in the sense of being without limitations. We 

do not have life in ourselves. We have limited energy. We have limited 

endurance. And so, we need rest in a way that God does not. 

So, the Sabbath is also an indication of how God sympathizes with our 

weakness and perhaps also with our foolishness and makes sure that we 

get the rest that we need. It is one of the ways that God is our Shepherd 

who makes us lie down in green pastures, who leads us besides the still 

waters, and restores our souls. We need time to rest from our work so 

that we can recover from the tiredness that comes from working. God 

gives that to us by giving us the night and the gift of sleep, but also by 

graciously making us take a day off from working so that we have a 

whole day in every week where we are free from working and allowed 

to enjoy the rest that God gives us. Just as we are told in Psalm 127 that 

God gives his beloved sleep, so we can say on the basis of the Fourth 

Commandment that God gives his beloved a day of rest. 

But we must not forget the Godward focus of this rest. Rest in the Bible 

exists on a continuum. The further we are from God, the less rest we 

experience and the closer we are to God the more rest we experience. 

Physical rest is necessary for refreshment, but it is not sufficient. We can 

be rested physically and still be in a state of unrest and anxiety or 

emptiness. That is a least part of the reason why God made the day of 

rest, not a day of recreation, but a day of worship. Rest is much more 

profound than merely “not being tired.” Resting physically is part of the 

picture, but as Augustine understood so clearly, the soul is restless until 

it rests is God. To be truly at rest we need to be full – we need to be 

satisfied – we need to be at rest spiritually. That is why the day of rest is 

also a holy day. It is a holy day because God wants us to worship him 

and give him time. But it is also a holy day because it needs to be a holy 

day in order to truly be a day of rest. We saw that before from Jesus’ 

words in Matthew 11:28, “Come to me, all who labor and our heavy 

laden and I will give you rest.” One of the things that the Bible says 

about hell is that those who go there will have no rest and one of the 



things that the Bible says about heaven is that those who go there enter 

into the ultimate of rest.  

That is why the day of rest is a God-centered day. The only way to be 

truly at rest and truly refreshed is to be filled with the fullness of God. 

And that happens when our minds and our hearts are overflowing with 

love for God and delight in God and thanksgiving to God. We need that 

to truly be at rest. 

This shows very powerfully why you cannot really keep the Sabbath 

unless you are saved. That, of course, is true about all the 

commandments, but our focus now is on the Fourth. One of the 

complaints about the conviction that the Sabbath still applies to us 

today is that the Sabbath is a burden and that we are blessed if we are 

free from it. But that indicates a profound misunderstanding of the 

Sabbath and its meaning. When we are saved, God becomes our 

greatest joy, our most precious relationship and our greatest delight – 

at least we experience the beginning of that. And if that is the case, 

having a day to focus on God is something that we will cherish and 

accept as a gift that is very precious. If you are not saved of course the 

Sabbath is a drag. How could be otherwise! You do not like God. 

Unsaved people hate God. No wonder the Sabbath is a burden for 

them! But if God is precious to us – which is what he becomes when we 

are saved – then the Sabbath will also be precious. 

There is another perspective on this dialectic between work and rest 

that the Sabbath command forces us to consider. The fact that we are 

not to work all the time and that we are to take a weekly day of not 

working relativizes the importance and the significance of the fruits of 

our labors – a least the material fruits of our labors. Of course, the most 

important fruit of our labor is giving glory to God and there is nothing 

relative about that. That is an ultimate value, which means that there is 

nothing more important than that. But within that overall perspective 

our work produces money or some other kind of this-worldly good or 

comfort. By our work we make money. By our work we produce goods 

that make our lived more comfortable and pleasant. By our work we 

make homes out of houses and bring order out of chaos in our homes 



and in our yards. Our work, in part, has to do with supplying our needs 

and ordering our lives and building up our savings accounts. 

This is part of the goodness of life as God designed it. It is good and 

proper to have goals for our earthly wellbeing and enjoyment. But the 

fact that God commands us to stop working every seventh day means 

that there is more to life than making money and getting ahead and 

maximizing our this-worldly pleasure. There is one day a week when the 

whole process of getting ahead and building wealth and comfort is to 

stop and our attention is to be given to restful worship and worshipful 

rest.  

This is very important because it requires a certain attitude towards the 

material aspects of this life – money and things and getting ahead. God 

is saying to us that we are to be satisfied with enough rather than living 

to maximize our profits and whatever else we do to make our lives 

orderly and neat and pleasant. These things are important, and they 

may be important to us, but they must not be so important that we are 

not willing to stop doing them for a whole day and stop thinking about 

them for a whole day and stop worrying about them for a whole day.  

Work is important, but it is not all important and so we must be willing 

to set it aside and forget about it for one day a week. Whatever the 

goals of our work are, they must not be so important to us that we are 

not willing to leave them behind every seventh day. 

This also means that we do not need to work seven days a week to 

survive. It means that six days of working are enough to meet our needs 

and whatever we accomplish on those six days is what God considers to 

be enough for us. It is instructive to consider the way that our economy 

has shifted from a six-day economy to a seven-day economy. Certain 

business owners are sure that they need to be open seven days a week. 

The implication of that is that making money is the highest value. 

People feel that they need to work all the time because there is nothing 

more important than making money. 

But you see that is slavery and that is what the Fourth Commandment is 

intended to avoid. Think again of what Paul says in Romans 6:16, "16Do 

you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient 



slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which 

leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?"  

You see, if you are slaves to your work or slaves to money or slaves to 

your pleasures that is a seven-day-a- week slavery because the devil is 

your master and he is a tyrant. He is not interested in you – he wants to 

work you to death. The Fourth Commandment means that slavery to 

God is just another way of thinking about freedom and fulness of life. 

The Fourth Commandment means that God treats his slaves as valued 

members of his household whom he desires to flourish by living a 

satisfying life of work and rest. Life in God’s service is not all about work 

and it is not all about rest. It is about a rich and satisfying balance 

between work and rest, both of which are enjoyed in relationship with 

God.  

Now we do not experience any of that in perfection in this life. But I 

trust that we do experience it to some extent and I hope that thinking 

about it together may help us to long to experience it more. The 

Sabbath Commandment teaches us to understand work in the light of 

rest and rest in the light of work and both in the light of God’s example 

during the creation week and both in the light of Jesus who came that 

we might be delivered from the slavery of sin and learn to enjoy God 

both in our work and in our rest. 


