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BIBLE STUDY

You can use this Bible Study
on your own or as part of a
group. Go to http://todays

christianwomanstore.com
/biblestudies.html

to download free resources
on how to lead a life-
changing Bible study and

tips for getting the most

. out of participating in small
Taking a break actually helps you grow. group experience.

Scripture Focus: Exodus 20:8-11; 31:12—18;1 Corinthians 3:5—7

Article: “The ‘Above Al Commandment of the Sabbath” by Kevin Emmert, CHRisTIANITY TODAY

need to pray more. | should study my Bible more. Maybe | should try fasting.

Spiritual disciplines are always flashing on our “To Do” lists. We know they’re

valuable, but sometimes they can feel burdensome or overwhelming. “These
activities help deepen our devotion to Jesus Christ,” writes Kevin Emmert. “But
if we’re honest, we also do these things in part because we believe that they
contribute to our sanctification. After all, in order to become more like Christ you
have to imitate him, right?” In actuality, observing a day of rest is one of the most
significant and transformative spiritual disciplines of all.

This Today’s Christian Woman Bible Study will help you deepen your faith as you
dig into Scripture, reflect on the truth of God’s Word, and take action steps to live
out your faith as you learn how to rest in the work of God. You can use this Today’s
Christian Woman Bible Study on your own as part of your personal spiritual growth,
or you can use it in a group setting as you discuss God’s Word with a community of
friends and grow in faith together.
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Sabbath Rest | Bible Study

Connect

Option: If you’d like,
begin your study with
this interactive
experience.

You’ll need several papers, pens,
and two hats. Break up into two
different groups for a game a

bit like Pictionary. Tear up slips

of paper and have each person
write down a word or phrase that
describes either where they need
to go or what they need to do in
order to recharge their battery.
Once everyone has filled out
their slip of paper, place them

in separate hats, one for each
team. Have the group members
take turns picking from the other
team’s slips of paper and trying to
draw out what’s written on it (no
talking!), while the team members
try to guess. Once everyone has
had a turn, take a few minutes to
debrief and talk about the reasons
behind what you wrote down.

Get Ready

Before the study, read the article “The ‘Above
All’ Commandment of the Sabbath” (included
at the end of this study). Or, if you’d prefer,
begin your meeting by reading the article aloud
as a group.

Open Up

How often have you found yourself claiming to
be too busy? I’'m too busy to work out. I'm too
busy to read for pleasure. I’'m too busy to take a
vacation. The list of reasons could go on. Most
of us have claimed busyness as a permanent
resident in our homes. The real question

that needs to be addressed, though, is why
we’ve allowed ourselves to be so busy. Kevin
Emmertin “The ‘Above Al Commandment

of the Sabbath” shares that observing the
Sabbath was the “above-all commandment”
from God because of what it revealed about
our relationship with him: He alone is the one
who sanctifies us and makes us holy. It seems
counterintuitive, but rest can be the most

transformative feature of the Christian life. We love those verses that emphasize
disciplined activity—and there is nothing wrong with spiritual disciplines; they
can deepen our devotion to God. We need to realize, though, that learning how
to rest in God is a spiritual discipline.

>> What stands out most to you from the article “The ‘Above All’
Commandment of the Sabbath”? Why?
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>> Describe someone you know who observes the Sabbath. How do they
treat the day differently? What is their attitude about it like? Do they
observe the Sabbath in a way you admire?

>> When you think of spiritual transformation or growth, what comes to mind?
Share different ways you’ve tried to achieve spiritual growth in the past.

Seek

Before launching into your time of Scripture exploration, pause as a group
to pray. Express your desire to seek out God’s truth in his Word and to seek
guidance from the Holy Spirit during your discussion.

Discover
Sabbath is an “above all” command.

The Sabbath was meant to be observed as a sign of the covenant between
God and his people. It was given so that the Israelites would know that the
Lord is the one who makes them holy—it wasn’t by anything that they did or
could ever do on their own. The importance of it was shown by its placement
among the other commandments: “[T]he Sabbath command functions as a set
of bookends,” Emmert writes. “It was not only the last command that Moses
received from God the first time around, but it was also the first one Moses
revealed to the people on the second pass. It seems that rest was intended to
lie at the heart of Israel’s religious observances—an ‘above all’ commandment.”

Read Exodus 31:12—18. This conversation between Moses and God took place
on top of Mount Sinai, where Moses met with God for forty days and forty
nights and delivered stone tablets to him with the law written on them.

>> What do you think God means when he commands his people to keep his
Sabbaths? What’s the purpose? Why does he place such a high value on
this observance?

>> Why do you think we often don’t view Sabbath-keeping as a spiritual
discipline? Why don’t we talk about this command very much?

>> What has it looked like for you to keep God’s Sabbath in the past? What
could it look like in light of the value God puts upon it?
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Sabbath reminds us we are completely dependent upon God.
Read Exodus 20:8-11.

In this passage, God gives observing the Sabbath as one of the Ten
Commandments. During the Creation, God took six days to make the heavens, the
earth, the sea, and everything in them. But he then chose to rest of the seventh
day—not because he was tired and needed rest in the same way humans do—but
because he created a pattern for us to follow.

You may have already said it this week: | wish | had just a few more hours in the
day! Or, | wish | had another day in the week! Emmert says, “Sabbath requires us to
trust that God will provide for all our needs and that he will continue to manage the
world without our help.” We often remember that God created everything, but we
often forget to remember that he is also sustaining it. Paul tells us in Colossians that
God created everything through Jesus Christ, and Christ is the one who “holds all
creation together” (1:17) The Sabbath is a practical reminder that we are completely
dependent on God.

>> In what ways does God protect us Optional Act ivity
by giving us the command to rest?

How does he provide for us? The promise of Sabbath rest is good

news for us now and in the kingdom

to come. A natural response to God’s
effective work and our resulting rest is
worship. Spend some time as a group
doing just that. Let Hebrews 4 be your
focus. The acronym ACTS (Adoration,
Confession, Thanksgiving, Supplication)

>> How much do you exercise
dependence upon God? What
motivates your dependence? What
is a barrier to dependence upon
God?

>> How could Sabbath observance

affect your dependence upon God
this week? What might you miss if
you don’t observe a Sabbath?

Sabbath reminds us that God
is the primary agent in our
justification and sanctification.

Reread Exodus 31:12-13.

God says that he gave the Sabbath so
that we may know him and understand
that he is the one who makes us holy.

could serve as a guide for your Sabbath
worship time. Adore God for his
primacy in our salvation. Confess any
ways spiritual pride has crept into our
view of redemption or growth. Thank
God for his effective, rest-giving work
through Christ on the Cross. Ask God
to supply what we need in a world that
doesn’t feel restful most of the time.
Don’t forget to also include time for
silence before God.
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We are made holy by nothing we do on our end of the relationship.

Emmert points out in his article that God sees rest as closely connected to
sanctification—the process of becoming holy—and that we often recognize
God as the one who justifies or saves us, but we then claim responsibility for
sanctification. This is bad theology! “We instinctively believe our efforts and
activities effectively promote personal and spiritual growth—that God is the
primary agent in justification and that the individual is the primary agent in
sanctification. We may need to think again.”

Read 1 Corinthians 3:5-7.

In talking about signs of being a mature Christian, Paul told the Corinthians that
it didn’t matter which leader they followed—whether it was Apollos or Paul—
because God was the one who causes spiritual growth.

>> How would you explain the sanctification process to a new believer? In
what ways do you see God sanctifying you in your life?

>> How should we approach spiritual disciplines in light of God’s primacy in
our spiritual growth? Brainstorm specific ideas.

>> How does resting on the Sabbath encourage you in your walk with the
Lord?

Change

What if Sabbath rest was the key to your spiritual growth? What would happen
if we would let go of the burden to try to please God with all of our spiritual
disciplines and activities? Kevin Emmert writes, “Although Israel was instructed
to obey God’s commands in order to ‘be holy because | am holy’ (Leviticus
11:45), at the end of the week the only thing they had to do was relax; in the
midst of their religious busyness, they were called to simply remember that God
alone sanctified them.” God is the one who brings about our transformation. He
is the one who makes us more like his Son, Jesus Christ.

Making this mindset shift can be difficult in a culture that praises and even
celebrates busyness. Yet it’s a shift that is necessary. God sees rest as a
necessity so much that he made it a commandment, and he made it for our
good—that we might better know him and that he is the one who makes us holy.

>> What has this study revealed to you about your needs? About your
spiritual growth? Summarize your reflection in just one sentence.
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>> |n light of all you’ve read and discussed, what’s one attitude, action, or
pattern in your life that you sense God is leading you to change?

Take Action

Choose one of the following steps you’ll do after the study to apply God’s Word
to your life.

Select one of the passages you read during this study and commit it to
memory. Make a daily habit of meditating on that passage from Scripture,
inviting God to impress his truth upon your heart.

God commands that we take time for Sabbath rest. Take a few minutes to
reflect on this and write in your journal about what might need to change
in your schedule in order to honor this command. Take time to pray over
these changes and commit to implementing at least one of them into your
week.

Ask a close Christian friend to hold you accountable in your efforts to
focus more on resting in God and what he has done. Invite her to check in
with you each week to see how you’re doing.

Commit

This week, plan a Sabbath time—Sunday, or not—of simply “stopping
production.” Resist the urge to accomplish something. Maybe taking a nap is the
best Sabbath observance for you. Or reading, taking a walk, playing a game, or
meditating. Make it simple and enjoy your dependence upon God’s work! Break
into pairs for prayer about your Sabbath plan. Ask God to give you the strength
and discipline to be intentional about Sabbath rest.

Explore More

Want to dig deeper into this topic? Check out these articles and online
resources.

>> Chicken Nuggets and the Sabbath from TodaysChristianWoman.com
>> Life-giving Force from TodaysChristianWoman.com
>> The Sabbath Experiment from TodaysChristianWoman.com

>> Sabbath Rest for Leaders from TodaysChristianWoman.com
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>> Sabbath Rest in a World of Stress from TodaysChristianWoman.com

>> Wholehearted Sabbath from TodaysChristianWoman.com

—Study prepared by Kyle White and Natalie Lederhouse. Kyle is the director of Neighbors
House (NeighborsHouse.org), an outreach to low-income students and families in DeKalb
County, Illinois. Natalie is the editorial coordinator and a contributing writer for Topay’s
CHRISTIAN WOMAN.
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The ‘Above All’
Commandment of
the Sabbath

When most of us think of Lent, we immediately think about giving something up—
sugar, TV, radio, you name it. Although this season is marked by abstinence, it also
can be the busiest time in the church calendar. In many traditions, Lent is packed
with special services and religious practices to help us focus on the life of Christ—
more prayer, more devotional reading, more church services. But for what purpose?

One obvious answer: These activities help deepen our devotion to Jesus Christ.
But if we’re honest, we also do these things in part because we believe that they
contribute to our sanctification. After all, in order to become more like Christ, you
have to imitate him, right?

Amid all the devotion, however, the last thing we think of adding to our Lenten
disciplines is observing the Sabbath. This is surprising, since the Bible seems to
teach that rest may be the most significant and transformative activity of all.

An ‘Above All’ Command

It is difficult, and ironic, to imagine rest as the most transformative element in the
Christian life. For evangelicals especially, transformation and sanctification are
closely linked to activity. We appropriately begin with the idea that our works do not
merit justification (being declared righteous by God). We can do nothing to earn our
salvation. But most of us imagine we must play an active role in our sanctification,
the ongoing process of becoming more like Christ. Sanctification, we assume,
involves work and effort on our part.

This is good news to evangelical ears. We like activities. We conduct Bible studies,
participate in small groups, and attend prayer meetings. We engage in worship
services and outreach. We like inspirational books that teach us how to become
better Christians. We have a sense of duty that compels us to evangelize and
demonstrate Christ’s love to those around us. Indeed, these activities are good and
find their foundation in biblical teachings.
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And this is precisely why we find it so difficult to imagine rest as the most
transformative feature of the Christian life. We love those verses that emphasize
disciplined activity. Yet most of us probably have never even considered that the
Sabbath may be the most important “discipline.” Consider this:

And the Lord said to Moses, “You are to speak to the people of Israel and
say, ‘Above all you shall keep my Sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and
you throughout your generations, that you may know that I, the Lord, sanctify
you’”(Exodus 31:12-13 Esv).

We may debate how the Sabbath should be observed, but we all recognize
the value of taking a day of rest. However, this passage suggests features of the
Sabbath we typically overlook.

For example, this passage says that the Sabbath is an “above all” command. It is
as if God said, “This is the most important one!” A careful look at the context in the
Book of Exodus reinforces the point.

In chapters 25 through 30, Moses received many instructions regulating Israel’s
worship: how to build the tabernacle, the ark of the covenant, and other
tabernacle furnishings; how to celebrate festivals; the duties of priests; and

so forth. However, the last command Moses received from God (in chapter 31)
concerned the Sabbath.

Chapter 32 then describes the incident with the golden calf; after severely
chastising the people of Israel, Moses went back up Mount Sinai, where he
interceded for the people and received more instructions from God. When Moses
asked for God’s mercy, God answered, “l will personally go with you, Moses, and |
will give you rest.” (33:14).

When Moses came down from the mountain a second time, he gathered the
Israelites and told them everything he had received from God, starting with the
Sabbath command (35:1-3). So the Sabbath command functions as a set of
bookends: It was not only the last command that Moses received from God the
first time around, but it was also the first one Moses revealed to the people on the
second pass. It seems that rest was intended to lie at the heart of Israel’s religious
observances—an “above all” commandment.

Living in Justification
Why is the Sabbath so important? After all, it’'s a command to do nothing; it
requires no activity or effort. And that may be precisely the point.
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This “above all” command encourages us to trust in God in a way that no other
activity can. So much more could be accomplished by adding another day of
labor, but the Sabbath requires us to trust that God will provide for all our needs
and that he will continue to manage the world without our help. The Sabbath is a
practical reminder that we are completely dependent on God.

But there is also this: “That you may know that |, the Lord, sanctify you” (Exodus
31:13) Here rest is closely connected to sanctification. We instinctively believe our
efforts and activities effectively promote personal and spiritual growth—that God
is the primary agent in justification and that the individual is the primary agent in
sanctification. We may need to think again.

John Calvin said that the Holy Spirit was given to us for our transformation,

and that “we are purged by [God’s] sanctification.” Calvin here expresses what
Christians from many theological traditions affirm: that God is the primary agent in
sanctification—the process of becoming more like Christ—and that it is the Spirit
who enables Christians to live a holy life. Though different Christian traditions may
vary sharply from Calvin on some points including aspects of his understanding

of sanctification, we all find unity in the primacy of God’s work in changing us.
Those from various denominational backgrounds can agree that though Christians
perform many activities to overcome sinful habits and become more like Christ,

it is ultimately the Spirit, Calvin said, who “dispenses a power whereby they may
gain the upper hand and become victors in the struggle.”

Similarly, pastor Tim Keller said in one interview that though sanctification requires
enormous effort, it is not “works based” but rather comes by continuously
“reorienting ourselves to our justification.” Keller teaches that sanctification is
living in accordance with our justification—the moment when God first saw us as
righteous through salvation, which is a free gift. Therefore, even in the process of
becoming more like Christ, we acknowledge that God is the primary agent, and
that our works contribute nothing on their own. So in both sanctification and
justification, Christians are declared righteous and are continually being made
righteous solely by the free grace of God. Though we are called to be active,

the “activity” seems mostly to mean the call to rest, to trust, to freely receive
sanctification from God.

The Sabbath, therefore, helps us realize we completely depend on God for all our
needs—physical, emotional, and spiritual.

So, can we just sit back and passively wait for some mystical experience to
transform us? As Paul would say, “By no means!” God is not dependent on our
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doings, but like many aspects of life, he has gladly chosen to use us and our
activities to transform us. Thus, the story of Israel remains significant today.
Although Israel was instructed to obey God’s commands in order to “be holy
because | am holy” (Leviticus 11:45), at the end of the week the only thing they
had to do was relax; in the midst of their religious busyness, they were called

to simply remember that God alone sanctified them. As Paul put it, “It’s not
important who does the planting, or who does the watering. What’s important
is that God makes the seed grow.” (1 Corinthians 3:7). Only God brings about our
transformation. That is something we can count on, and rest in.

PreachingToday.com
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