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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; 
AMEN. 
  

 Tonight we come to the fourth commandment, the commandment 

dealing with the proper use of the Lord's Day, and to help us get a 

handle on it I am going to turn to our Catechism and take a look at 

what it has to say.  First, here is the commandment: 

  
 Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.  Six days 
you shall labour and do all your work, but the seventh day is a 
Sabbath to the Lord your God.  On it you shall not do any work, 
neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or 
maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates.  
For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea 
and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day.  Therefore 
the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 

And here is the Catechism: 

 103. Q.  What does God require in the fourth commandment? 

A.  First, that the ministry of the gospel and Christian education be 
maintained, and that I diligently attend church, especially on the 
Lord’s day, to hear the Word of God, to participate in the holy 
Sacraments, to call publicly upon the Lord and to give Christian 
service to those in need.  Second, that I cease from my evil works all 
the days of my life, allow the Lord to work in me through his Spirit, 
and thus begin in this life the eternal Sabbath. 

Now note this: the Catechism deals with this commandment by 

asking what God requires of us in it.  The catechism doesn’t ask, 

“What does God forbid?” but rather, “What does God require?”  I am 
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glad it takes that attitude, because for many treating the Sabbath as 

holy simply is a matter of making up a long list of “don’ts”.  Don’t 

do this.  Don’t do that.  Don’t do the other.  That misses the joy and 

the blessing that God bestows upon his children with this command.  

“What does God require of us in the fourth commandment?”  The 

short answer is that he requires us to be busy with the things of the 

Father.  We are to take up our duties to the Lord.  Duties that are 

blessings, as Psalm 92 tells us: 

It is a good thing to give thanks unto the Lord 
and to sing praises unto they name, 

O most High. 

 Let’s take a look at those duties and blessings as the catechism 

enumerates them.  First, we are told that the ministry of the gospel is 

to be maintained.  This is the key.  Look.  Sabbath rest is not a ques-

tion of sloth.  It’s not a matter of simply having a day off.  Sabbath 

rest is rest for the weary and heavy laden.  It’s rest for the sin-sick.  It 

is rest for those who are ashamed and sorry for their sins and who 

long for peace with God they themselves cannot obtain.  It’s rest for 

the Apostle Paul, who cries out in Romans 7,  

 So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is 
right there with me.  For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; 
but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging 
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war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the 
law of sin at work within my members.  What a wretched man I 
am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death? 

It’s rest for people who are heartily sick of their old way and who 

long for release. 

   

 And the gospel ministry is the proclamation of the good news that 

such a rest has been established by God for sinners through the birth, 

death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  There is rest for the weary.  

There is a “balm in Gilead, to make the wounded whole.”  That this 

proclamation is absolutely central to the life of the church is taught 

by Jesus in the first chapter of the Gospel of Mark.  Let me set the 

scene.  It takes place in Capernaum at the beginning of Jesus’ public 

ministry.  Jesus has preached in the synagogue.  He has healed a man 

possessed by a demon.  And he has gone to the home of Simon and 

Andrew.  While there, Jesus healed Simon’s mother-in-law, who was 

in bed suffering from a fever.  Now that might not seem like a big 

deal, but you have to remember that 2,000 years ago there was no 

Tylenol.  Antibiotics hadn’t been invented.  Infections and fevers 

were leading causes of death.  It is only very recently that this has 

not been the case.  In any event, as the word gets around of Jesus’ 

amazing power to heal, people from all over the city gather in front 
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of Simon’s house.  They bring with them their sick relatives, 

suffering from every malady imaginable.  Jesus heals them all. 

 The next day the people come again, looking for more of the 

same, but Jesus is nowhere to be found.  Simon and the rest of the 

disciples finally track him down.  “Everyone is looking for you,” is 

their message.  It’s as if they were saying, “Here’s your big chance.  

Now you can really make an impact.”  Do you remember what Jesus 

said?  “Let us go somewhere else--to the nearby villages--so that I 

can preach there also.  That is why I have come.”  All of Jesus’ 

miracles were accomplished to confirm the truth and the 

trustworthiness of his message.  It was the message that was central, 

for it brought a healing not only for this life but for eternity.   

 People need to hear the good news of Sabbath rest, but the only 

way they can is through the maintenance of the gospel ministry.  

This is where the obligations of a Christian come in.  Before getting 

to that, let me make one point clear.  Christ maintains his church.  He 

doesn’t need us or anyone else.  He owns the cattle upon a thousand 

hillsides and everything else beside.  But in mercy and grace, 

because he loves us, he gives us the privilege of being workers with 
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him in his vineyard.  He gives us the privilege and blessing of 

responsibilities and duties in the upkeep of his precious church.  Yes, 

he has a yoke of duty we must shoulder and burdens of 

responsibilities we are to carry, but these are also blessings and we 

will ever find him true to his worked, that his yoke is easy and his 

burden light. 

 The gospel ministry is to be maintained.  That happens in 

basically two ways.  First, it is maintained through our obligation to 

pray.  Second, it is maintained through our obligation to sacrifice.  

You can think of it this way: We maintain the church through our 

hearts, praying for her purity and faithfulness, her mission and her 

success.  We maintain the church through our hands, bringing our 

offerings to her.  And it is an offering we bring, not a collection.  A 

collection is like a “whip-round” where we give something of what 

we happen to have on us at the time.  An offering is part of our 

budget.  It’s been planned and integrated into our daily life.  An 

offering honours God; a mere collection indicates that God is an 

afterthought. 

First, we are to maintain the ministry of the gospel.  Second, we are 

to maintain the ministry of Christian education.  My sister Janet gave 
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me a very interesting book.  It’s by Charles Colson and Nancy 

Pearcey and it’s called How Now Shall We Live?  The basic message 

of the book is that Christians have forgotten how to think like 

Christians and the church must teach them.  What does it mean to 

think like a Christian?  It means, for example, to know that we are 

not created by some cosmic accident but are the work of a personal, 

loving, just, holy and sovereign God.  It means to know that we are 

not basically good, moral people but that we have sinful hearts that 

incline to wickedness and selfishness.  It means to know that we 

cannot save ourselves, but that through grace God has sent his Son, 

that through faith in him we can be brought to true life and 

transformed. 

 Now, how does knowing the truth--we are God-made, that we are  

sinners and that redemption is possible only in Jesus Christ--make a 

difference?  Let me quote an example given by Colson.  He is speak-

ing of the view that human beings are basically good and that human 

nature can be perfected by the government with the proper 

application of things like educational, economic and housing 

policies.  He’s talking about social engineering and the damage that 

it does to people.   
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 The idea that both law and government policy should be 
transformed into social engineering took root in the New Deal of 
the 1930s and blossomed in the Great Society programmes of the 
1960s.  Many American politicians became enthusiastic converts, 
sincerely believing that all it would take to solve the problems of 
poverty and crime would be some well-designed, well-funded 
government programmes.  They were confident they could win 
President Johnson’s “war on poverty.” 

 Well, today the war is over and poverty won.  The welfare 
state has backfired, creating both a near permanent underclass of 
dependency and a host of attendant social pathologies, from 
broken families and teen pregnancies to drug abuse and crime.  
What went wrong? 

 Novelist Dean Koontz discovered the answer through hard 
experience.  In the 1960s, young, idealistic, and eager to change 
the world, Koontz signed up as a counselor in Title III of the 
Appalachian Poverty Programme.  His job was to work with 
problem students, giving them one-on-one tutoring and counseling 
to help them break out of the area’s depressed economic situation.  
But when Koontz showed up for work, he discovered that many of 
the students had criminal records.  In fact, the man who preceded 
him on the job had been beaten up by the kids he was there to help 
and had ended up on the hospital.  Koontz soon realized these kids 
needed a lot more than a bit of tutoring.  They needed forms of 
moral guidance and discipline, which they were not getting at 
home or school.  By the end of his first year in the programme, a 
discouraged Koontz realized that the notion of reforming society 
through government programmes was itself misguided.  The failed 
Great Society programmes, he writes, are an illustration of 
“humanity’s hopeless pursuit of utopia through government 
beneficence.”... 
 The utopianism of the Great Society offered no real answer 
to the dilemma of moral breakdown--to crime and social 
disorder--because it redefined moral maladies as technical 
problems that could be solved by bureaucrats.  Instead of treating 
human beings as moral agents who must be addressed in the 
language of duty and responsibility, the Great Society treated them 
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as objects to be shaped and manipulated.  As a result, its 
programmes tended to undercut the moral dignity of their 
recipients, leaving millions dependent and demoralized. 

 Again we see the irony: When we deny the Christian 
worldview and reject its teachings on sin and moral responsibility 
in favor of a more “enlightened” and “scientific” view of human 
nature, we actually end up stripping people of their dignity and 
treating them as less than human. 

The church needs to educate her people so that they think like 

Christians, filtering everything through a lively Christian mind.  We 

honour the Sabbath when we support and maintain such ministries 

and when we build ourselves up in the faith through them.   

 Turn back to the Catechism.  It gives us a clue as to how we are to 

build ourselves up in the faith.  It does this by painting a picture of 

what a busy Sabbath to the Lord is to look like: 

 ...and that I diligently attend church, especially on the 
Lord’s Day, to hear the Word of God, to participate in the holy 
Sacraments, to call publicly upon the Lord and to give Christian 
service to those in need. 

Hear the Word of God.  See the Word of God displayed in the Sac-

raments.  Lift your heart up to the Lord in prayer.  Put your faith to 

work in Christian service.  Listen to how Herman Veldkamp de-

scribes the four-fold Sabbath responsibility of the Christian: 

 We come to the church of God first of all “to hear his 
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Word.”  Not to hear the minister, but to hear God’s Word.  That 
Word must thrill our soul, govern our life.  It is the fountain of 
life, the light on our path, the guide to heaven.  It shames and 
encourages, breaks down and builds up.... 

  
 Is the ministry of the Word audible to the ear?  God gives 
visual instruction for the eye in the sacrament.... In every 
administration of Baptism God’s people observe that her King 
builds his church and is busy to complete the number of the 
elect.... By every administration of the Lord’s Supper the people 
of the Lord...who are weary because of the labour of faith, receive 
heavenly nourishment to continue their journey to the real 
Fatherland. 

  
 The congregation does not only hear the prayers, but 
actively calls upon God the Lord....This prayer is confession of 
guilt, thanksgiving, petition and intercession.    

 The ministry of mercy.  This ministry belongs to every 
church worship service; for what is a temple without an altar, and 
an altar without sacrifice?   

 Now that might seem like a lot to do, but it is only the beginning, 

because remembering the Sabbath to keep it holy is not just a matter 

of one day of the week.  The fourth commandment is not concerned 

solely with Sunday observance.  In fact, the Sabbath is desecrated 

more often from Monday to Saturday than it is on the Lord’s Day.  

How can that be?  Look: Every time the Word is heard on Sunday 

but ignored on Monday, the Sabbath is desecrated.  If you go to 

church on Sunday only to lie or gossip about or cheat your neighbour 
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on Monday, you haven’t really gone to church.  Oh, your body might 

have been in a pew and you might even have had cookies and coffee 

afterward, but you haven’t worshipped God; you have mocked him.  

The fourth commandment requires that I “cease from my evil works 

all the days of my life, allow the Lord to work in me through his 

Spirit, and thus begin in this life the eternal Sabbath.”  To observe 

the Sabbath is to repent, daily turning from sin and turning to God.  

To observe the Sabbath is to yield to the Spirit, opening our hearts 

that he might enter in his fullness to remove all in us that is unholy 

and to conform us daily more and more into the likeness of the Lord 

Jesus Christ.  To observe the Sabbath is to make a start today in the 

living of the life everlasting. 

 One last thing.  If we are to live eternally, that eternal life must 

begin now.  The start of the eternal Sabbath is found today.  The door 

to the heavenly kingdom is found on earth.  If you never observe the 

Sabbath here and now, you will never observe it then and there.  So 

let it begin today.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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