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An Appointment with God: 

The Sabbath Commandment  

 

Good morning.  

As part of our celebration of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, we decided Lent would be 

a great time to travel through the major components of the Small Catechism – the ten 

commandments, the three articles of the Apostles’ Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer. The Ten 

Commandments are tools that strengthen and enrich our relationships. The first three 

commandments are focused on building a vibrant and healthy relationship with God. The 

remaining Commandments are focused on building healthy relationships with others. Today, the 

Bible readings lend themselves to a conversation about the Third (Fourth) Commandment - 

Honoring the Sabbath.  

I love talking about Sabbath practice probably because I’m so bad at it. Our house is a busy one 

filled with three kids, two working parents, two (three) churches, and too many activities and 

responsibilities. As we entered the Lenten season this year, our family was hit with illness and 

life threw in some additional curve balls that I was not anticipating. To top it off, I learned from 

several of you last Sunday that we were going to have the ‘snowstorm of the year.’ That Was 

It…In a very full life with little wiggle room, I was asked to do more wiggling than I could 

muster.  

The reality is that I have too many things on my calendar all the time. I’m constantly making 

choices about how I will spend my finite levels of energy. I presume that many (or most) of you 

can relate to this sense of exhaustion when you reflect on your lives. To be honest, the busyness 

makes me rather grumpy.  

This morning we read in the Exodus text about the Israelites as they moved from the wilderness 

of Sin to their new camp at Rephidim. Like the Israelites, I, too, am tired, and I have found 

myself grumping and complaining about the challenges and discomforts in life. Like the 

Israelites, I, too, have complained to God and looked to others for guidance and reassurance. 

Like the Israelites, I, too, need Sabbath to counter my complaining so I can find rest and renewal.  

The Sabbath Commandment is #4 in the Jewish, Anglican, and some Protestant traditions and #3 

in Catholic, Lutheran, Eastern Orthodox traditions, and it can be found in both Exodus and 

Deuteronomy. The Exodus text tells us: (Exodus 20:8-1) “Remember the Sabbath day, and keep 

it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work. 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. 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.” In Hebrew, the word, Shabbat, means “to cease.” In the 



Creation story, God rested on the seventh day. He stopped, rested, and blessed His creation. He 

found delight and wonder in all he made. He modeled to us how to practice Sabbath.  

In Martin Luther’s Small Catechism, he explained the Sabbath Commandment by writing:  

 
“We should fear and love God that we may not despise preaching and His Word, but 

hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.” 

We are invited to take time to get to know God through Sabbath practice. We are invited to 

deepen our relationship with God through prayer, worship, and scripture reading. We are invited 

to gather in faith communities. We are invited to set aside time for God in our busy lives.  

When we carefully read the Ten Commandments, we see the Sabbath Commandment is the only 

one that invites us to Remember. “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.” It is as if the 

Lord knew we were going to forget or overlook this one. We hear the word, “Remember”, and 

are reminded to take this commandment seriously.  

In the Deuteronomic text of the Ten Commandments (Deut. 5:12-15), the word Observe is used 

instead of Remember.  “Observe the Sabbath day and keep it holy, as the LORD your God 

commanded you.” The word, observe, invites us to approach Sabbath practice differently than 

‘Remembering the Sabbath.” Through the act of observation, we are invited to see the Sabbath 

with fresh eyes as if we are seeing it for the very first time. We are invited to revel in the Sabbath 

with delight and wonder just like God found delight in His Creation.  

Whether we observe the Sabbath with joy and delight or remember to set aside time with God, 

Sabbath practice can be a daunting task. Wayne Muller described the challenges our society 

faces in practicing Sabbath. He wrote: “Our culture invariably supposes that action and 

accomplishment are better than rest, that doing something – anything is better than doing 

nothing.”1 In many ways, practicing Sabbath feels like we are doing and accomplishing nothing. 

It is uncomfortable and even stress-provoking at times. It is countercultural in a Type-A driven 

society that always carries a mile-long task-list.  

However, honoring the Sabbath invites us to acknowledge that we are not in control. It invites us 

to concede to God and to let go of the idea that we can manage, dictate, or govern anything. It 

invites us to take a step back, breathe, and recognize the finite nature of our lives. In that respect, 

it’s a perfect spiritual discipline to practice during the Lenten season. A key author on Sabbath 

practice (Diddams) wrote: “Society challenges Sabbath, but at the same time, Sabbath challenges 

society. Sabbath is prophetic and relevant for our time…precisely because so many people find it 

difficult.”  

In many regards, Sabbath practice was as prophetic during the times of Jesus as it is today. Jesus 

challenged the law of the Sabbath Commandment by healing the sick, feeding the hungry, and 

being in relationship with those around him on the Sabbath. Instead of being bound by the 

legalistic mandate of the law, he found freedom and grace in the relational aspects of this law. 

The gospel reading is a prime example of Jesus prioritizing relationships over the letter of the 

                                                           
1Wayne Muller, Sabbath, p. 1.  



law. He was tired from his journey and sent his disciples to get food. He sat near the community 

well in the mid-day sun, resting, trying to regain strength for his journey. When he was 

approached by the woman, he engaged her in a transformative conversation. He invited her to 

drink from living water – to drink and never be thirsty again. He spent time building a 

relationship with her. Jesus recognized her need for life, and he offered this to her. Out of his 

quiet time with His Father, he served and ministered to the woman. He offered her life which 

would ultimately transform an entire community.  

When we begin to understand the true meaning of the Sabbath Commandment, we no longer 

hear it as a law that must be kept but we receive it as a God-given invitation to enter a Holy day 

that is set aside and apart so that we may be in holy relationships with God and others. Sabbath 

becomes both a day and an attitude. It becomes special, sacred time that we strive to protect and 

foster.  

(Fredrickson and Smith write:) “Sabbath is not a day for catching up on sleep and chores that 

were left undone from the week. It is not a time to get a start on the upcoming workweek. 

Sabbath is meant to be a time set apart for rest, not just physical rest but emotional and spiritual 

rest as well. It is a day to reconnect with God and each other.” Through the act of Sabbath 

practice, we are invited into a life where we Rest to work – not work to rest. By setting aside one 

day/week to be with God and others, we alter our entire way of being. We center ourselves on 

God and on the relationships around us. Through this alteration of our lives, Sabbath becomes a 

day to do the most profound nothingness that we can ever participate. It becomes a day (and a 

life) where we are invited to do nothing with God. We are invited to simply be with God and 

with others. 

Over the last three years, I have accepted that Sabbath practice is an area in my faith journey 

where God continues to ask me to grow and to trust in Him. I believe this is one of the 

fundamental faith practices that we can all benefit, yet most of us avoid or ignore this 

commandment. For some reason, this is the one commandment that we tend to treat conditionally 

as if God wasn’t really serious when He instructed Moses to have the Israelites follow His lead 

by resting and being in holy relationships at least one day each week.  

Setting aside time to be with God and others can be a difficult task at times. Since we tend to 

wear our busyness as a badge of honor, Sabbath practice becomes an act of resistance and an 

alternative to a prescribed societal norm. To be honest, I struggle against my tendency to fill all 

the hourly slots on my weekly calendar. I struggle to find balance between 

home/work/family/faith/self. I struggle against my tendency to be a workaholic because a full 

calendar means I am important…I’m successful…I have value and worth. However, a full 

calendar also means less time to be mom, wife, and my primary calling as a child of God.  

Sabbath practice is a spiritual discipline that invites us to examine how the busyness of life can 

be an obstacle to a full and meaningful life with God and others. Sabbath practice invites us to 

reclaim the ‘unproductivity’ of Sabbath into the most productive time of our week. I realize that I 

need Sabbath to get out of my way, to make space for God, and to stop the busyness that so often 

defines me. And once again, just as God does so well, God provided a Sabbath this week - a 



God-induced Sabbath through the snowstorm on Tuesday. A prescribed day to stay home with 

my family, to work on my sermon before they wrangled themselves out of bed, and to simply be 

with them, the beauty of a snow-covered day, and with God.  

I need Sabbath to make relationships the priority in my task-driven life. I need Sabbath to put 

these relationships on my calendar. God wants to be included on our calendar. This is what the 

3rd Commandment is all about. The Sabbath is simply an invitation for some holy and sacred 

time with God. It’s an invitation to stop and make an appointment with God.   

 

 

 

 


