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The Most-Broken Commandment Gen. 2:1-3; Ex. 20:8-11; Mk. 2:23-27 

 5/3/15 

 Let’s begin with a little test.  Let’s see how many of the 10 

Commandments we can remember.  No cheating! 

1. You shall have no other gods but me. 

2. You shall not make unto you any graven images 

3. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain 

4. You shall remember the Sabbath and keep it holy 

5. Honor your mother and father 

6. You shall not murder 

7. You shall not commit adultery 

8. You shall not steal 

9. You shall not bear false witness 

10. You shall not covet anything that belongs to your neighbor 

Most of you know that God gave his people the Ten Commandments 

as they wandered through the wilderness after they left Egypt and made 

their way to the Promised Land of Canaan.  These commandments formed 

the foundation for Judeo-Christian morality, and they have been uniquely 

influential in our world!  Now I don’t have any scientific data to support this, 

but I think one of these commandments is broken more frequently than any 
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of the others today.  Can you guess which one?  It’s the fourth 

commandment, which says, “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy.”   

 There have been times when the church and society in this country 

took this commandment much more seriously than today.  For example, 

150 years ago there was a scandal here in Gettysburg, when the pastor of 

this church, Rev. George Van Wyck, was rumored to have ridden on a train 

on the Sabbath!  It was such a big deal that a friend of his wrote a letter to 

the editor of the local paper stating that he was with Rev. Van Wyck when 

the alleged violation took place, and that they did not violate the Sabbath in 

any way!  They took the Sabbath very seriously in those days! 

 Many of you can remember when good Christian people kept the 

Sabbath by refraining from all work and worldly amusements, like concerts, 

movies, or ball games or shopping on Sunday.  Society supported 

observing the Sabbath, and “blue laws” mandated that most places of 

business were closed on Sundays.  And there are still laws on the books 

with Sunday restrictions.  For example, Virginia and Pennsylvania both 

forbid hunting on Sundays, although Virginia makes an exception for 

hunting raccoons.  I wonder what raccoons did to rile up those Virginia 

legislators!   

 Unlike earlier times, virtually every business is open on Sundays 

nowadays.  Recreational activities for children and youth continue to 
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proliferate even on Sunday mornings, and Sunday now feels a lot like every 

other day.  No one, it seems, takes the fourth commandment seriously. 

 Let’s take a quick look at what the Bible actually says about 

observing the Sabbath, and then talk about what it actually means for us.  

The first mention of the Sabbath is found very early in the Bible in Gen. 2.  

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude. 2And 

on the seventh day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested 

on the seventh day from all the work that he had done. 3So God blessed 

the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all the work 

that he had done in creation. (Gen. 2:1-3)   

 Here we find the origin of the Sabbath.  After doing all the work of 

creation in six days, God rested on the seventh day, and hallowed this day- 

he made it special, different, holy.  Thus, it appears that the idea of the 

Sabbath may be rooted in the creation itself.  But let’s keep going.  The 

next passage is where we find the Ten Commandments.  Here’s the 4th 

one.  

8Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9Six days you shall labor 

and do all your work. 10But 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. 11For in 

six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, 
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but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day 

and consecrated it. (Exodus 20:8-11) 

Now keep in mind that these commandments were given to a bunch 

of former slaves.  The idea of one day off each week would have been a 

radical innovation for them!  Slaves don’t get a day off!  Neither do 

shepherds or farmers, which is what these people will become.  But the 

commandment reminds them that all things, including time, belong to God.  

And they are to observe this special day by refraining from working. 

 You may notice that there is nothing in the commandment about 

worshiping God on the Sabbath!  That was added much later, probably 

when the Jewish people were captive in Babylon and began worshiping 

God in local synagogues on the Sabbath.  But the focus of the 

commandment is on rest, on not working.  And that naturally led to 

questions.   

What exactly is work?  What can you do on the Sabbath?  So Jewish 

theologians and scholars began to wrestle with that question.  And by the 

time of Jesus they had come up with 39 categories of work that were 

forbidden on the Sabbath.  Working in the fields was obviously forbidden.  

Cooking and cleaning were forbidden and had to be completed before the 

Sabbath began.  You could pull your animal out of a ditch if they fell in one 

on the Sabbath, but that was about all you could do with it.  You could set 
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someone’s broken bone, but not render any other care, because that would 

be unnecessary work.  You could take so many steps from your home, but 

no more.  You get the point.  Religious leaders tried to anticipate any 

possible question about what was permissible on the Sabbath regarding 

work.  And, in time, observance of the Sabbath became a defining practice 

of God’s people.  And then Jesus came along.   

23One sabbath he was going through the grainfields; and as they made 

their way his disciples began to pluck heads of grain. 24The Pharisees said 

to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the sabbath?” 25And 

he said to them, “Have you never read what David did when he and his 

companions were hungry and in need of food? 26He entered the house of 

God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, 

which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and he gave some to his 

companions.” 27Then he said to them, “The sabbath was made for 

humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath; 28so the Son of Man is lord 

even of the sabbath.” (Mark 2:23-28) 

 I think you can see that this isn’t going to end well for Jesus.  The 

disciples were walking through a field.  Jewish law permitted them to pluck 

any grain they could reach for their own use.   What they were doing was 

perfectly legal.  However, it was the Sabbath.  And plucking grain was 
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regarded as harvesting, which was forbidden on the Sabbath!  So Jesus 

and the disciples were busted! 

 Jesus had an interesting response.  He cited a precedent from the 

Old Testament when David broke the law forbidding anyone but the priests 

from eating the special bread used for worship because he was hungry.  

Then, Jesus made a profound theological observation, saying that “The 

Sabbath was made for humanity, and not humanity for the Sabbath,” and 

caps it off by saying that he, the Son of Man, is lord of the Sabbath anyway!   

The point I’d like us to focus on is that Jesus sees the Sabbath as a 

gift to us, not as a burden.  And he saw the proliferation of rules about the 

Sabbath as unnecessary and even a hindrance.   

 Based on Jesus’ teaching, the early church pretty much dropped all  

Sabbath regulations and moved worship to Sunday, the day on which the 

Lord was resurrected.  For hundreds of years, the church ignored Sabbath 

restrictions, believing that they were an unnecessary holdover from 

Judaism.  Even the great reformers of the 1500’s paid little attention to 

them.  But the Sabbath made a comeback for a few hundred years, 

beginning in the 1700’s.  Unfortunately, those folks got caught in the same 

trap that plagued the Pharisees, trying to closely define and mandate what 

constituted work on the Sabbath.  But things have certainly changed since 
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then, and today it seems that no one thinks twice about participating in any 

activity on the Sabbath. 

 So, where does that leave us?  Are we OK with things as they are 

today?  Should we try to move back to earlier times with laws enforcing rest 

on Sunday?  Or, should Christians just refrain from most activities on the 

Sabbath?  Frankly, I don’t like any of these options! 

 I think Jesus’ insight is the right starting point for us.  The Sabbath 

was given to us by God as a good gift.  And modern psychological and 

medical research supports our need for regular rest.  However, we rarely 

rest from our work today because new technology makes many of us 

available to work demands 24-7, even on so-called vacations!  This is not 

healthy for us.  I think the need for regular rest is built into the creation, built 

into our very constitution.  Sabbath observance gives us that rest.  And the 

Sabbath also helps us to keep from making a god out of our work.  It forces 

us to trust that God will continue to work, even while we rest! 

 I believe that we still need the Sabbath today.  A day in which we rest 

or engage in activity which can recharge and renew us.  One aspect of that 

would be worship.  Time set aside to remember who God is.  To remember 

who we really are and what is really important to us.  To remember who 

God is calling us to be during the other six days of the week.  A day for 

spiritual renewal, which most of us desperately need! 
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 We also need time for activities that renew us emotionally, physically, 

and mentally.  If you sit at a desk all week, the Sabbath could be a day to 

get some exercise.  You might benefit from some time in God’s creation.  

You could spend time visiting others, making cookies for neighbors, serving 

those around you.  It could be a day for reading or watching a ball game.  

The idea is to use the Sabbath to recharge. 

 And that means different things for different people.  Since I work on 

Sunday, my Sabbath is Friday!  It is my day off.  I usually don’t answer 

work calls or texts that day, and I don’t work on my sermon.  Bonnie and I 

usually go away somewhere.  We like to take walks or hikes or visit 

museums or other places.  We might catch up on home projects, too.  In 

the evening, we often watch a favorite TV show or go to a movie.  That’s 

how I observe the Sabbath. 

How about you?  The commandment tells us to “Remember the 

Sabbath day and keep it holy.”  How will you observe the Sabbath?  How 

will you teach your family to observe it?   


