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The Fourth Commandment 

(Exodus 20:8-11) 

One thing I’ve noticed as I’ve gotten older is that rest is no longer optional.  Rest is essential.  I can still swim as fast 
as ever but it takes me longer to recover; and if I don’t alternate a hard day of training with an easy day, my body 
starts to complain.  Study after study has shown that when we don’t get enough rest our ability to focus and our 
productivity suffers.  One study looked at what the best violinists in the world did differently than other violinists.  
The biggest difference – as we would expect - is that they practice more but the study found that the best violinists 
also sleep more: an average of 8.6 hours a night; about an hour longer than the average American sleeps.  They 
also nap more; about 3 hours a week which is two hours longer than the average.  The extra rest gave the best 
violinists the energy and concentration to practice longer and more efficiently than other violinists.  God has 
designed our bodies to need rest which is why one of the 10 commandments deals specifically with rest.  Ex 20:8-
11 "Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is 
a Sabbath of the LORD your God; {in it} you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter, your male or 
your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you.  For in six days the LORD made the 
heavens and the 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.” We’re looking at the 10 Commandments right now in our study of the Book of 
Exodus which we’ve entitled, Rules for the Redeemed.  Israel didn’t keep the commandments to be saved but 
because they were saved.  The commandments showed them how to live as saved people so that God could bless 
them.  Today as we look at the Fourth Commandment; we’ll ask three questions.  1. What is the 4th 
Commandment? 2. How did Jesus clarify the 4th Commandment? 3. How does the 4th Commandment apply today?  

Last Sunday Jeff talked about the first 3 commandments which are all about honoring God as God (no other gods, 
no idols, no taking the Lord’s name in vain.)  Compared with those commands, the fourth commandment seems to 
come out of left field.  Keep the seventh day of the week holy.  “Holy” means something that is set apart for God 
and the fourth commandment is to treat the seventh day of each week as sacred to the Lord and different from 
the other days of the week.  The word “Sabbath” means to cease or rest and Israel was to keep the Sabbath holy 
by resting from their work.  They were to be holy as God is holy and because God rested from His work of Creation 
on the seventh day; Israel was to follow His example; honoring the divine rhythm of work and rest and neither 
overworking nor over resting; which would make Israel distinct from the nations which surrounded them and 
demonstrate that they were a holy nation who belonged to God.  In fact, in Deut. 5:15, Moses says, 'You shall 
remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out of there by a mighty 
hand and by an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God commanded you to observe the Sabbath day.”  In 
Egypt, the Hebrews worked every day as slaves and one of the blessings of being freed from that slavery was rest.  
God gave Israel the Sabbath to bless them; to maintain a healthy rhythm and balance which is why Ex. 20:11 says 
that God blessed the Sabbath and made it holy.  

Over the years, the Rabbis spent a lot of time thinking about how to keep the Sabbath holy and they focused on 
the “you shall not do any work” part and created hundreds of rules about all the things Jews couldn’t do on the 
Sabbath; and so by Jesus’ time the Sabbath had morphed into something quite different from what God intended.  
For us to understand this commandment, we need to see how Jesus clarified what it really means.  Jesus talked 
more about this commandment than any other. Look at Mark 2:23-27. “And it happened that He was passing 
through the grain fields on the Sabbath, and His disciples began to make their way along while picking the heads of 
grain.” Jesus and His guys take a short cut through a grain field and as they do, they snack on the grain– which 
under the Law of Moses was completely legal as long as they didn’t put it in a container because that would 
constitute stealing.  However, it’s the Sabbath.  The Pharisees (the religious fundamentalists who follow Jesus 
around, looking for anything to accuse Him of) object.  "Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the 



Sabbath?" (since harvesting was forbidden on the Sabbath.) And He *said to them, "Have you never read what 
David did when he was in need and he and his companions became hungry; how he entered the house of God in the 
time of Abiathar {the} high priest, and ate the consecrated bread, which is not lawful for {anyone} to eat except the 
priests, and he also gave it to those who were with him?" Jesus reminds the Pharisees of when David and his men 
were fleeing from Saul and had nothing to eat and so they went to the tabernacle to ask the high priest if he had 
anything to feed them.  He didn’t have any food either - except for the bread which God commanded to be kept in 
the sanctuary which was only to be eaten by the priests.  So the high priest gave David and his men that bread. No 
rabbi ever criticized the high priest for giving that sacred bread to David and his men because they understood that 
preserving life took priority over keeping ceremonial laws. If the high priest had sent David and his men away 
without giving them what they needed, he would have disobeyed the command to love his neighbor as himself.  
Jesus says that’s what’s happening now in the grain field and reminds the Pharisees that God instituted the 
Sabbath to bless and not to burden.  Mark 2:27 “Jesus said to them, "The Sabbath was made for man, and not man 
for the Sabbath.” God created the Sabbath to serve people.  He didn’t create people to serve the Sabbath.  But by 
focusing on what people couldn’t do on the Sabbath rather than on God’s purpose for the Sabbath, the Pharisees 
had turned the fourth commandment into a burden instead of a blessing.  That’s why Jesus healed so many people 
on the Sabbath – to remind people that God intended for the Sabbath to be a blessing – and why Jesus taught that 
it was always lawful to do good on the Sabbath.  Jesus clarified the fourth commandment for Israel by showing 
them that the Sabbath isn’t a day to do nothing.  God appointed the Sabbath to do us good and therefore we also 
should do good on the Sabbath   
 
This is the only commandment of the 10 not repeated in the New Testament.  The first Christians did not observe 
the Sabbath but worshiped instead on Sunday; the first day of the week because that’s the day Jesus rose from the 
dead. In Colossians 2:16-17, Paul writes, Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in 
respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day— (referring to the ceremonial laws of the Old Testament) 
things which are a {mere} shadow of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Christ.”  The Sabbath – like the 
sacrifices, the feasts and the rules about what was clean and what was not – were pictures of what Christ would 
bring.  Now that Christ has come, we no longer need the picture.   
So is the concept of the Sabbath helpful to us today or is it as outmoded as clean and unclean foods, feast days and 
sacrifices?  The Sabbath is helpful today as both a pattern and as a picture.  First, the Sabbath provides a pattern 
for how God has designed us to live and to be like Him - both working and resting in a regular rhythm.  Plus, by 
setting aside one day out of seven to focus on God and the good of their neighbor, Israel learned how to balance 
their spiritual life with the rest of their life.  The Sabbath provided Israel with a regular rhythm and both balance 
and focus which they could not have had otherwise; and not only weekly rhythm but also a annual rhythm.  In 
Exodus 23:10-11, God commanded Israel to work the land for six years but to rest the land on the seventh year; 
and if they did, He promised in Lev. 25:20-22 that He would bless the harvest of the sixth year so abundantly that 
they would have enough food until the harvest of the eighth year.  Not only were the people to rest, they were to 
allow the land to rest.  Also during that Sabbath year, all debts were to be forgiven and all slaves were to be freed 
so that everyone in Israel could get a fresh start and escape generational debt and servitude.  And God warned 
Israel that if they didn’t honor the Sabbath year, He would remove them from their land and scatter them among 
the nations so that the land would enjoy its Sabbaths – which is exactly what God did.  Israel ignored the Sabbath 
year for 500 years and kept working the land as well as refusing to release the slaves and cancel the debts; until 
God allowed them to be taken out of the land by Assyria and Babylon for 70 years; one year for each yearly 
Sabbath they had ignored.   Like Israel, we can become so greedy that we ignore the rhythms God has built into 
creation and imagine that by working harder and resting less, we can beat the system.  But like Israel, we discover 
that the house always wins; that is we neglect rest and overwork ourselves and our employees; it may result in 
short-term gain, it will always result in long-term loss.  According to Gallup one out of five workers in the US work 
more than 60 hours a week and nearly half of US workers regularly clock at least 50 hours which means that 3/5 are 
working more than 50 hours a week – which I doubt is news to you.  I was talking to a driver who delivers for 
Amazon and he told me his day begins at 7 and ends at 7 – and those hours are fairly typical.  However research 
shows that our actual productivity falls sharply after 50 hours per week, and drops off a cliff after 55 hours; and that 
failing to take at least one full day off per week inevitably leads to lower hourly output.  That’s why so many people 
feel like they are working more and accomplishing less; and why they are so easily distracted by the internet or by 
their phone.  We don’t have the energy we need to concentrate.   Rest is not optional; rest is essential for us to work 
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at our optimum level.  The Sabbath provided Israel with a regular rhythm and the balance and the focus which we 
moderns find so difficult to achieve.   Ask yourself, do I live a balanced life or do I tend to overdo some things and 
neglect others?  Some neglect their spiritual life; some neglect their family life, some neglect their physical health 
and some neglect their work.  Or we lie to ourselves that this imbalance is only for a little while; until the kids are 
potty trained or until they go to school or until this project at work is finished or until whatever.  But we’ve been 
living this unbalanced lifestyle for years and it always catches up to us just like Israel’s neglect of the Sabbath caught 
up with them.   We end up physically exhausted, unable to focus, constantly making impulsive decisions which just 
dig the hole we’re in deeper, strained relationships at home and at work; the list goes on and on – simply because 
we ignore the rhythm of life our Creator has given to us.  The question we have to ask ourselves is this; is my current 
schedule sustainable?  If I continue to live this way for the next decade, what will my relationship with my spouse, 
with my kids, with my employer or with God or even my mental and physical health look like?   What does a 
balanced life actually feel like?  It feels productive but not rushed; you’re able focus on one thing at a time because 
there’s a time for everything.  You feel joy and energy rather than bored or burned out.  You know when to say yes 
and when to say no because you know your limits; and that because you’re human, rest isn’t optional but essential.  
 
So how do we find God’s rhythm for our life?   We begin by redefining success.  What does success mean to you?  
Most people think of being successful as being better in something than everybody else; career, family, popularity 
or ministry.  But the fourth commandment defines success as balance – doing all things well rather than one thing 
well – succeeding in everything that God says is important; a healthy spiritual life, healthy relationships with our 
family, friends and neighbors, doing productive work which benefits others, and being a good manager of what God 
has entrusted rather than succeeding in one thing and failing at everything else.  If I have a successful ministry but 
lose my family in the process, my life wasn’t a success.  If I know the Bible cover to cover but can’t keep a job 
because of my poor work ethic, my life wasn’t a success.  The fourth commandment reminds us to be holy because 
God is holy; and God works and God rests.  Everything He creates is good and then He rests from His labor – and He 
calls us to share in that same rhythm and balance.  If I have to sacrifice my family or my health or my relationship 
with God in order to succeed in my career or sacrifice my career to succeed with my family, that’s not success.  
Finding balance begins with redefining success and how would God define success.  Second, focus on habits instead 
of on goals.  Observing the Sabbath was a weekly habit; a regular rhythm of Israel’s life.  The best violinists in the 
world didn’t become the best on talent alone.  They developed a habit of practice.  I’m a great goal setter.  I love to 
set goals and I have long lists of great ideas I want to implement some day.  If all it took to reach my goals was good 
intentions, I would have reached all of them.   But I’ve discovered that the only way to reach a goal is to translate 
that goal into a regular habit.  If I want to know God, I need to study my Bible and pray as a habit of life.  If I want to 
reach my neighbors with the gospel, I need to be out in my neighborhood every week and hanging out with my 
neighbors.  If I want to stay in shape, I have to swim every day.  If I want to be healthy, I have to make healthy eating 
a habit and occasional experiment.  We are our habits.  The only way to experience the life-giving balance God has 
designed is to focus on developing good habits; especially the habits of spending regular time with Him, His word 
and His people.  We’ve all had the experience of making New Year resolutions which are completely forgotten by 
the end of February.  It’s not that we were insincere when we made them.  It’s just that we never developed the 
habits that were necessary to see those resolutions realized.  Imagine getting to the end of your life and realizing all 
you could have done or become if only you would have focused on developing the habits you needed to get you 
there.  There are so many other lessons we can draw from the fourth commandment.  Start small and strive for 
consistency rather than big gains all at once. Realize that happiness is the result of balance and not 
accomplishments.  I’m sure you can come up with more but I want us to see the larger lesson we’re to learn from 
the Fourth Commandment because the Sabbath is more than a pattern for living, it is a picture of salvation.   
 
Let’s look at chapters 3-4 of the letter to the Hebrews.  This letter was written to a predominantly Jewish church.  
Some of the members are true believers in Jesus while others have yet to really believe.  They like Jesus but they 
aren’t willing to trust Him wholly and when the larger Jewish community begins to ostracize and persecute the Jews 
who are following Jesus, these folks return to the synagogue and to Judaism because they fail to take who Jesus is 
and what He has accomplished seriously.  The author of Hebrews wants to persuade the unbelievers in the church 
to trust Jesus fully and the true believers to keep on trusting Jesus.  And in chapter 3, he appeals to Psalm 95 which 
was read every Sabbath at the beginning of the synagogue worship service.  Heb 3:7 “Therefore, just as the Holy 
Spirit says, "Today if you hear His voice, do not harden your hearts as when they provoked me in the day of trial in 



the wilderness, where your fathers tried me by testing me and saw my works for 40 years.  Therefore I was angry 
with this generation and said, ‘They always go astray in their heart and they did not know my ways; as I swore in 
my wrath, ‘They shall not enter My rest.”  (Heb. 3:7-11)  Psalm 95 is a warning to these Jews to not make the same 
mistake the Hebrews made in the wilderness when Moses led them to the border of the land God promised to give 
them; but instead of crossing the border and trusting God to do all He had promised, they began to weep and wail 
that God has brought them here to kill them. These people have experienced God’s protection and provision every 
day for the past year.  They’ve had food to eat and water to drink, been led through the desert by the visible 
presence of God and protected from their enemies.  Yet because they’re scared of what lies on the other side of 
the border; because they don’t believe God loves them, they want to return to slavery in Egypt.  So God tells them 
the trip to the Promised Land is off.  They will not enter what God calls, “My rest,” but will spend the rest of their 
lives wandering in the desert.  Now the writer applies Psalm 95 to this church.  Heb 4:1 “Therefore, - because the 
wilderness Hebrews were unable to enter God’s rest, the Promised Land, because of their unbelief -  let us fear if, 
while a promise remains of entering His rest, any one of you may seem to have come short of it.”  There is still a 
rest to be entered and we enter that rest by faith.  Just as unbelief prevented the wilderness Hebrews from 
entering the Promised Land - so the first century Hebrews’ unbelief will prevent them from entering God’s rest. 
Heb 4:2-3a “For indeed we have had good news preached to us, just as they also; but the word they heard did not 
profit them, because it was not united by faith in those who heard.”” Faith believes what God says and acts on it.  
The good news the Hebrews in the wilderness heard came from Joshua and Caleb who returned from the 
Promised Land to tell the Hebrews how wonderful it was and how God would fight for them and would give it to 
them.  The good news the Hebrew church heard was the good news of what Christ had accomplished for them on 
the cross.  However, that good news the Israelites heard from Joshua and Caleb didn’t do them any good because 
they didn’t believe them.  And there are some in this church who haven’t really believed the good news about 
Jesus. Heb 4:3 “For we who have believed enter that rest just as He has said, "AS I SWORE IN MY WRATH, THEY 
SHALL NOT ENTER MY REST," although His works were finished from the foundation of the world.   Heb 4:4 For He 
has said somewhere concerning the seventh day: "AND GOD RESTED ON THE SEVENTH DAY FROM ALL HIS 
WORKS"; Heb 4:5 and again in this passage, "THEY SHALL NOT ENTER MY REST."   God’s rest began on the seventh 
day of creation when God completed His works and God invites His people to join Him in His rest. God’s rest is 
more than the Promised Land or a day of the week. It is God giving us rest from toil and danger resulting in 
refreshment and great peace.  That’s why Heb 4:6 Therefore, since it remains for some to enter it, and those who 
formerly had good news preached to them failed to enter because of disobedience, (the Hebrews in the wilderness) 
Heb 4:7 He again fixes a certain day, (quoting again from Psalm 95) "Today," saying through David after so long a 
time just as has been said before, "TODAY IF YOU HEAR HIS VOICE, DO NOT HARDEN YOUR HEARTS." Heb. 4:8  “For 
if Joshua had given them rest, He would not have spoken of another day after that.”  Joshua led the next 
generation of Israelites in the conquest of the Promised Land.  400 years go by. Then God through David in Psalm 
95 speaks of entering His rest; even though Israel has been living in the Promised Land for 400 years.  Therefore, 
the rest of God is more than the Promised Land and is still available to those who trust Him.  Heb 4:9 So there 
remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God.  The Sabbath – like the Promised Land - is another picture of God’s 
rest for His people.  However, God’s rest is more than the Sabbath and more than the Promised Land; since when 
David wrote Psalm 95, Israel was living in the Promised Land and they were observing the Sabbath and yet 
according to David, they had not yet entered God’s rest.  So what exactly is God’s rest if not the Promised Land or 
the Sabbath? The author tells us in vs. 10. “For the one who has entered His rest has himself also rested from his 
works, as God did from His.  Rest is a beautiful picture of salvation because to be saved we must rest from our own 
works.  That’s why you’ll often hear us say, religion is spelled, “DO,” because every religion is about what you must 
do to be accepted by God; rules you must obey, rituals you must practice, sacrifices you must make and meetings 
you must attend.  But Christianity is spelled, “DONE” because Christianity is not about what we do for God but 
about what He has done for us through Christ.  Rest is the response of faith to the fact that Christ has done for me 
what I could never do for myself.  He became human to do for me what I was unable to do for myself, living the life 
I failed to live so that God can credit me who His righteousness; dying the death I deserved and bearing the just 
and fair punishment for my sins on the cross so that God can pardon me; and rising from the dead and conquering 
death so that I can live eternally.  Christianity is not about what I do for God.  It’s all about what He has done for 
me.  And the response of faith is to rest completely in what He has accomplished and stop trying to earn our 
relationship with God.  The Sabbath was a picture of salvation: of resting from our own works and trusting in God’s 
work on our behalf. That salvation has now arrived in Jesus and so we no longer need a picture.  We have entered 



the eternal Sabbath once we cease from our own works and rely completely on Christ’s work in our behalf.  That is 
how we become Christians.  Paul writes in Romans 4:15, “But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him 
who justifies the ungodly, his faith is credited as righteousness,” I become a Christian the instant I stop trying to 
earn eternal life and acceptance with God through my own works or through who I am or through what I do and 
instead trust completely in Christ’s work in my behalf; when I stop trying to prove I’m righteous and throw myself 
on God’s mercy. “I’m not righteous, I’m a sinner and I’ll never be righteous.  But I thank You that You sent Jesus to 
become my righteousness and if I put my faith in Him, you credit His righteousness to me.  I am a sinner in need of 
righteousness and I accept Your gift of forgiveness and righteousness through Your Son.”   Are you at rest this 
morning? Or are you struggling to accomplish what Christ has already accomplished?  Have you put all your weight 
on Jesus?  Is He your identity, security, strength and hope?  Enter His rest right now.  Cross the border from the 
land of danger and toil into the Promised Land of security and rest.  Ask Him to come into Your life, forgive Your 
sins, and be Your champion, redeemer and guide. 
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