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Day 7 - Sabbath

The last in the series: ”Seven reflections based on the days of creation”:
“By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested [or ceased, NIV footnote] from his work.  And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done” [Gen. 2:2, 3].

Somehow I never thought that God would need a rest.  I can’t picture God needing rest like humans.  When we rest, our bodies need the time to recover from the day’s work.  We get tired, muscles ache, energy levels drop and cells need to be repaired or replaced!  But I can’t imagine that God needs to do anything like that.  No, I don’t think that God needs rest in the sense that we need rest, however, God did establish a pattern of rest on this seventh day of creation that is a prescription for contentment for the creatures He made.  God provided the seventh day to be a blessing to Him and us.  It is a pattern of living that brings honour to Him as Creator and facilitates an appreciation and contentment in the works of His creation.

It is a daily and a weekly pattern.  At the end of each creative day, scripture says that God looked back and then declared that it was good.  We take a daily rest at the end of each working day– at least we should.  However, on the seventh day God goes further and declares a seventh day to be set aside – to be holy.  To be holy also implies sacredness.  The seventh day is meant to be totally different from the others.  Later in the book of Genesis, we read that when God called Abraham’s children out of Egypt God gave specific instructions to His people on how the Sabbath day was to be observed as a holy and sacred day.  God declared that “On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, …nor the alien within your gates.” [Exodus 20:10b].  In God’s promise to Abraham and His charge to Israel through Moses he selected Israel to be a model for all the nations around them – to be a nation by whom all other nations would be blessed; through whom all nations would find final and eternal Sabbath rest!

Just imagine what that meant for the people of Israel at that time.   They were in the desert between Egypt and the Promised Land.   Israel was expected to observe a Sabbath by shutting virtually everything down!  That must have been so different for them after slaving in Egypt for so many years from sun-up to sundown, 7 days a week, year in and year out!  

Have you ever had to work more than a week straight?  Maybe you filled in for a colleague who was ill and you took up his shift?  If you’ve ever worked a few weeks straight without a Sunday or other day off, you’ll know and understand what you’re missing.  When it happens to me, I feel so disorientated – I can’t figure out what day of the week it is.  I also find that my contentment in life and in what I’m doing drops.  I feel more like a money making machine and I miss my reflective time – time to relax and think more deeply on what’s important and long-term!

God set aside the Sabbath day and set it aside as a holy day.  We observe Sundays as a day of celebrating the resurrection of our Lord.  It is our Sabbath.  In the 10 Commandments, the Sabbath day is clearly set aside as a day for God:  “…the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God…” Exodus 20:9.   It was clearly an act of obedience.  Among Israel’s neighbours, they must have stuck out!  Foreign traders arriving with their caravans of goods soon learned they couldn’t trade on the Sabbath.  Visitors soon learned that things shut down in Israel on the Sabbath and that they to were expected to observe it if they were staying at an Israeli home.  

As a child I remember Sundays as a “don’t-do-much” day.  It was also a day when Dad was home and he would always have time for us.  He would wrestle with us – at least until we got to be too big – while Mom worried about us wrecking the furniture.  It was a day when Dad did the dishes with us after supper and Mom was ushered to the living room.  In town the streets were empty, stores were closed and trucks were neatly lined up and parked in parking lots.   They really were quiet days.  Even the non-Christian neighbours knew enough not to mow their lawns!

As people of the New Testament and for a healthier stewardship of our time we do well to set aside a weekly Sabbath in our lives.  If Sunday is not possible for you, find another day for rest.   When we lived in Dhaka Bangladesh, an Islamic dominated nation, Friday was our Sunday.  For us it felt like Sunday too.  We went to church in the morning and we enjoyed time together as family and fellowshipped with other Christians.  We did not let our work get in the way.  In many ways, our ‘Sundays’ were an oasis for us.  Our most pleasant memories in Bangladesh are of ‘Sundays’.

Sundays are best observed as a day to worship and connect with God.   It is a deliberate day to free time from our work and to spend some time to reflect on what God is doing in our lives.  “Sundays” benefit all the other days when we observe them.  Having a day to rest and contemplate makes us more ready and able for the workdays – it prepares us for honouring God every day of the week!

Beyond rest, the Sabbath is very much about contentment.  It’s a contentment that sets aside time to ‘smell the roses’ – to walk the garden with God.  Our time-outs with God help us to be at peace even in the face of terrible circumstances.  Sabbath rest facilitates a recharging or strengthening in a manner like land that is renewed by fallowing during a year of jubilee.  Fallowing is like fasting for our bodies and helps by flushing out ‘ketones’ and other stuff – out with the bad to make room for the good!   Sundays allow us to flush out our minds!  

Sunday is our Sabbath.  Jesus promises complete Sabbath for each of us.  The work is done – it is finished.  Now that is something to be very content about!

Stewardly Tip: Protecting Sunday.  Families have different rules about Sundays: what we are or are not allowed to do on Sunday?  It helps to think in terms of relationship building with God, my family and others.  Is what I plan to do just for me?  Do I rest just for me?  Jesus exercised more freedom on the ‘Sabbath’ than the religious orders of the day would have liked.  We may exercise freedom, but it may presume on someone else’s freedom.  I personally don’t choose to shop on Sunday – respecting not only a Sabbath principle but also because someone else would need to work to offer me that opportunity.  

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestions (by mail to Christian Courier or by email to my address below) and provide your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask you for more details. 
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