
The 4th Commandment: Keeping the Sabbath 

Read Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15. 

There is no doubt that this is one of the most challenging of the Commandments. It wraps up the 
commandments on how we are to relate to God and in a sense introduces or serves as a bridge to 
the commandments that follow. First we are told to keep the Sabbath holy. We are not told how 
to do that. Secondly we are told to take a Sabbath day of rest but again that is not detailed for us. 
If you read the two accounts from Exodus and Deuteronomy you will note that while the overall 
command is the same, the follow-up information is different. When you include what the New 
Testament says about the Sabbath there is even more confusion. Add in the fact that the early 
church changed the Sabbath, 7th day, to the first day of the week. And it was not until 
Constantine in 321 made Sunday the official day of rest so nothing was said by the early church 
about how to act on that day.  

There are 2 parts to this commandment. There is a command to keep the Sabbath holy and a 
command to observe a day of rest. The two parts instruct us to set a time apart for God and to set 
apart time for us to rest. A closer look at the two accounts shows us that Exodus calls on us to 
remember and Deuteronomy calls on us to observe or keep. The two verbs, remember and 
observe, supplement one another. The Exodus account is tied to creation while Deuteronomy is 
tied to God’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt. 

The 4th commandment closes with God telling us that He blessed the Sabbath and made it 
“holy.” Literally God set aside this day for holy use. “Holy,” or “sanctified,” carries with it the 
idea of “different from.” God is holy because He is different from anything He created. The 
Temple was holy because it was different from any other building. The 7th day or Sabbath is 
different because it is to be unlike the other days of the week.  

The Sabbath did not begin began with the giving of the commandments. God set a day aside to 
be different or holy before the 10 Commandments were given. As Exodus notes God established 
the idea of a Sabbath when He created. Read1-5 and 21-30.   

The Sabbath was not something that began when Moses was given the 10 commandments but 
was, as God made clear, part of the very fabric of creation. He rested even though He was not 
tired and by so doing set a pattern for man who is to take time off and among other things to 
fellowship with or worship God. 

It is interesting that over and over the Bible tells us that God created in 6 days and then rested or 
literally in the Hebrew, “God Sabbathed.” It is usually pointed out when one studies the creation 
account that God really did not need to rest since He never grows tired in any way. Why did God, 
who was not tired, choose to rest? A part of the answer is that He did not rest in the traditional 
way of taking a nap but He ceased labor so He could Sabbath or fellowship with man whom He 
had just created. The word “rest and the word “sabbath” in the Hebrew are basically the same 



word. The command to keep the Sabbath holy is a command to spend time with God, a 
command to stop work and fellowship with Him.  

Read Exodus 31:14-15. 

Does that mean God is going to kill anyone who misses church? No, but it does mean is that if 
we truly belong to God then we will want to fellowship or Sabbath with Him. God has made it 
clear that those who do not belong to Him are against Him and subject to separation from Him 
which is death. 

Not only is the command to observe the Sabbath and a reminder that we were created to have 
fellowship with God but when we sinned we were redeemed so that lost fellowship could be 
restored. Read Exodus 31:16. That covenant declared the Israelites were God’s chosen people, 
people He loved. The Deuteronomy recording of these Commandments specifically notes that 
not only were we created to have fellowship with God but we were redeemed out of slavery to 
enjoy that fellowship. The early church chose to make Sunday the day of worship and fellowship 
because Sunday, or the 1st day of the week, is the day of the resurrection. Every time we attend 
church we remember that truth and celebrate our redemption from slavery to sin and death. 

The first part of the 4th Commandment is that we keep the Sabbath holy. The only way to do that 
is to remember that we were created and later redeemed to have fellowship with God so we must 
set aside time for that, along with offering our thanksgiving for all He has done for us.  

The second part of this commandment is to make the Sabbath a day of rest. Perhaps no aspect of 
the commandments has generated as much discussion as this part of Commandment 4. It did in 
Jesus’ day and has throughout the centuries. How do we make Sunday a day to celebrate God’s 
creation of us so we can have fellowship with Him and then make the remainder of the day a 
time of rest?   

It is important in an understanding of the Sabbath rest to see how Jesus used the Sabbath and to 
remember what Jesus said in response to the religious leaders of His day when they questioned 
His activity.  

Luke 4:14-16 details the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. It tells us that on the Sabbath He went into 
the synagogue as was His custom. The Sabbath was important to Jesus. Mark 1:21ff gives that 
same account and tells us Jesus cast out demons while there and when Jesus left the synagogue 
He proceeded to heal a variety of individuals. All of this was in violation of the rules the 
Pharisees had set up. 

A study of the activities of Jesus on the Sabbath shows He healed a variety of individuals and as 
a result was criticized for it. His responses make it clear that one can always do good on the 
Sabbath. Read Luke 13:10-18. In response to the criticism of the Pharisees Jesus noted that they 
would rescue a donkey on the Sabbath and this woman deserved better treatment than a donkey. 



Read Matthew 12:9-13. The Pharisees again objected. Jesus answered by noting that any of them 
would rescue on the Sabbath a sheep that that fallen into a pit. He then asked, “How much more 
valuable is a man than a sheep?”  

Read Mark 2:27. The Sabbath was not meant to be a burden or making lists of what one could or 
could not do.  The keeping of the Sabbath was intended to bring blessing to mankind. Read 
Deuteronomy 30:16. Keeping the Sabbath is designed for our blessing. 

What does looking at how Jesus acted on the Sabbath tell us about how we should keep this 
special day? First of all it reminds us of the importance of being in God’s house on a regular 
basis. Read Hebrews 10:24-25 If one has to work on Sunday then set aside some other time 
during the week to fellowship with God. We were designed to do that and you will never be all 
God wants you to be if you do not. Remember, the Sabbath is about you. Secondly, God does not 
take a vacation from us so we should not take one from Him. Third, the Sabbath can and should 
be used to do good. And the Sabbath is to be a day of joyful rest. The God who created us knew 
that our bodies need a time of rest and directed that we take it. Nothing more is prescribed, 
undoubtedly because what is rest for one may not be for another. All activities on the Sabbath are 
to lead to the day being holy and resting. This commandment is especially important for our 
workaholic society.   

The Sabbath is a day of remembering all God has done for us and therefore a day of praise. The 
Sabbath is a day of rest so that our bodies can function the way they were marvelously designed 
to. The Sabbath, God’s gift to us. 


