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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 second to last portion of the Book of the 

Covenant.  This part of Scripture began in Exodus 20, right after the giving 

of the Ten Commandments.  In it we find illustrations and practical 

applications about how the Commandments are to be lived out in the life of 

Israel.  There is one more section to take up before we come to the end of 

the Covenant Code, but that section doesn’t deal with laws; it is, instead, a 

repetition of God’s promise to drive out the Canaanites before his people.  

You see, the Lord grants his people the Promised Land so that they might 

dwell securely—so that they might find the safety and security they need in 

order to life the sort of life God has commanded of them.  The Promised 

Land is the stage in which the salvation history of God is to be played out.  

But that is for next week.  We can think of tonight’s lesson as the final legal 

section of the Book of the Covenant.  It is the climax of what God has been 

teaching his people about how they are to live their new life of freedom.   

 Now I have entitled the sermon “How to Organize Your Life” because 

what we find in the opening verses of our lesson is the oldest sacred calendar 

in the Bible.  Now there are many different sorts of calendars and many 

different ways to organize them.  You can have a solar calendar.  You can 
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have a lunar calendar.  You can have a combination of the two.  During the 

French Revolution those devotees of the Enlightenment invented a metric 

calendar.  How did they do that?  They made their weeks ten days long.  The 

basis for the calendar we find tonight, however, is not found in the sun or the 

moon or in the mind of man.  Its basis is to be found in God, the Maker of 

heaven and earth.  You see, God created the world in six days and he rested 

on the seventh.  God has made a week that reflects that reality.  In each week 

we find a day of rest and six days of work.  And as we will see tonight, God 

has even arranged the years into cycles of seven, with six years of work and 

a year of rest.  Turn to the lesson. 

 For six years you are to sow your fields and harvest your crops, 
but during the seventh year let the land lie unplowed and unused.  
Then the poor among your people may get food from it, and the wild 
animals may eat what they leave.  Do the same with your vineyard 
and your olive grove. 

 We start off with a Sabbath of years.  Every seventh year the people 

are to give their land a rest; they are to let it lie fallow.  Now let me add that 

there was not a common Sabbath year in which everybody did this at once.  

One year one farmer would let his land lie fallow; the next year another 

would let his land rest.  Some land would be worked and some land would 

be at rest each year.  Or at least that was the way God had meant it to be.  

Too often this command to let the land rest was ignored.  In fact, part of the 
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reason for the fall of Jerusalem and the exile for seventy years had to do with 

the neglect of this Sabbath.  It says this in II Chronicles 36: “He 

[Nebuchadnezzar] carried into exile to Babylon the remnant who escaped 

from the sword and they became servants to him and his sons until the 

kingdom of Persia came into power.  The land enjoyed its Sabbath rests; all 

the time of its desolation it rested, until the seventy years were completed in 

fulfillment of the word of the Lord spoken by Jeremiah.”  When the people 

would not give the land its rest as commanded, God saw to it that the land 

got its rest anyway. 

Now there are sound agricultural reasons to let your land rest, 

especially if you are farming without fertilizer to replenish the soil, but it is 

not for agricultural reasons the Israelites are commanded to do this.  Two 

different reasons are given.  The first reason is humanitarian.  It is so that the 

poor may get food from the land.  The second reason has to do with kindness 

to animals; it is so that they too might have food.  You see, on the seventh 

year a land owner was not to plow or sow at the start of the year.  There 

would be no great harvest.  In fact, there would be no harvest at all for him.  

What the untended land did produce that year was not for him; it was for the 

poor who lived in his neighbourhood.  The landowner was to have laid up 

sufficient the year before to carry him and his family through the Sabbath of 
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years in the same way that on every Friday during the desert sojourn the 

people would harvest double their normal allotment of manna, so they could 

eat and rest from work on the Sabbath.   

You can think of it this way.  For the past few weeks we have been 

looking at laws that concern widows, orphans, strangers and the oppressed.  

“Do not mistreat an alien or oppress him, for you were aliens in Egypt.  Do 

not take advantage of a widow or an orphan….  Do not deny justice to your 

poor people in their lawsuits.”  Here we see God’s further care for the needy.  

He is going to take care of them through those he has greatly blessed by his 

Sabbath provisions.  He is also going to provide for his other creatures too.  

The resting land will offer its yield up to the animals as well.  It is as the 

psalm describes it—“They open their mouths and you give them food in due 

season.”   

Now these are the two reasons explicitly stated for the Sabbath of 

years, but there are more lessons for the Israelites—and for us.  Let me run 

through them.  First, this law couldn’t help but remind the Israelites that they 

were but tenants of their estates; the land belonged ultimately to God and 

was to be used for his purposes and to his glory.  This is true of everything 

we have too.  It all belongs to God.  It is all to be used in accordance with his 
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laws and for his glory.  Beloved, we are not to hold on to the things of this 

world with too tight a grip.  The things of this earth are corruptible; they are 

passing away.  We are not to be like the rich fool who hoarded up his goods 

in barns only to have his soul required of him at the very moment that he 

thought he had enough.  We are to be rich not in the things of the world, but 

in the things of God.  We are to be rich in repentance, rich in confession, rich 

in obedience.  We are to be rich in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  Against such things 

there is no law.  (Galatians 5:2, 23.) 

Second, this law was intended to teach reliance upon God for his 

providence.  It was quite a test to take a year off from farming—a test not so 

much of God’s provision—that doesn’t need testing, for it stands firm upon 

the promise of God—but a test of the faithfulness and obedience of his 

people.  Beloved, too often we take things into our own hands.  Think about 

Adam when he saw that his wife had fallen into sin.  He decided to jump in 

after her rather than to wait to see what God would do.  It brought about 

disaster.  Think of Abraham and Sarah.  They were desperate for a child, so 

they took matters into their own hands.  Sarah gave her maidservant Hagar 

to Abraham and so Ishmael was born—but his birth did not have the desired 

result.  Instead strife, dissension and jealously grew.  There have been 
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centuries of hostility between Ishmael and his brethren, just as God had said 

there would be (Gen. 126:12).  Moses was another one who took matters 

into his own hands.  He tried to free his people when he was forty years old.  

He killed an Egyptian overseer who was beating up on an Israelite.  All that 

happened was an accusation of murder and a hasty flight into the wilderness.  

It would take God another forty years to prepare Moses for useful service.   

You can think of it this way.  No matter what the circumstance might 

be, your obedience to the Lord will be rewarded while your disobedience to 

the Lord will be followed by trouble and heartache.  So obey.  Obey God 

even when it looks to you that it might be risky.  It isn’t.  Blessing will 

follow obedience as night follows day.  Now it is true that the night might be 

long.  You might have to wait a while for your vindication.  It might not even 

happen in this life.  But it will happen.  There will be blessings for God’s 

people either here on earth or stored up in heaven.  And even if the whole 

world turns against you in the meantime, when you suffer you will suffer in 

fellowship with Christ, so do not fret.   

The experience of God’s people down through the centuries is that he 

remains ever faithful and true to all his promises.  All we have to do is wait 

for him in quiet trust and confidence.  It says this in Isaiah 30: “In 
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repentance and rest is your salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength.”  

It says in Isaiah 25, “In that day they will say, ‘Surely this is our God; we 

trusted in him, and he saved us.  This is the Lord, we trusted in him; let us 

rejoice and be glad in his salvation.’”  It says this in Isaiah 40:  

Even youths grow tired and weary 
And young men stumble and fall; 
But those who hope in the Lord 

Will renew their strength. 
They will soar on wings like eagles; 
They will run and not grow weary, 

They will walk and not faint. 

 Along with the Sabbath of years, God also commands again his 

Sabbath to be observed week by week. 

 Six days do your work, but on the seventh day do not work, so 
that your ox and your donkey may rest and the slave born in your 
household and the alien as well, may be refreshed. 

We have spoken about the Sabbath before.  It is a day to be given over to 

God, for his worship, for our refreshment and rest, and for acts of love and 

mercy.  It is a day that is to be different from the other days of the week.  It 

is holy, for it has been set aside by God for these purposes.  Let me just say 

this.  It amazes me how many people experience this command as an 

oppressive one.  They resent it.  But think of it this way.  God has set aside 

this day in which he says to us, “Take the day off.  Do not work.  I want one 

day a week to talk to you.  You will come to church to hear what I, the 
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Creator of the universe, the Redeemer of mankind, have to say to you.  And I 

want you to set aside this time to talk to me as well.  Come to me together 

with all my people to lift your hearts up to me.  Do not worry; I will listen.  

Oh, and there is this too.  I want you to take care of yourself.  You have 

worked hard.  You need time to rest.  Time to be with your family.  Time to 

turn off your cell phone so they aren’t calling you from the office.  Don’t 

worry about that either.  I will see to it that you are provided for through the 

work you do on the other six days.  I will give you your daily bread.”  That 

so many find that a burden rather than a blessing is an indication that our 

hearts aren’t right.  We need to pray that God would so touch us that we 

might recognize and receive the riches of the Sabbath he has for us. 

 Let’s look at the rest of the lesson.  It concerns three festivals that are 

to be held every year in Israel.  The first feast is the Feast of Unleavened 

Bread. 

 Celebrate the Feast of Unleavened Bread; for seven days eat 
bread made without yeast, as I commanded you.  Do this at the 
appointed time in the month of Abib, for in that month you came out 
of Egypt.  No one is to appear before me empty-handed. 

The Feast of Unleavened Bread, a springtime festival, is the first festival of 

the year because it is the festival that commemorates the Exodus.  The 

Exodus is the start, the formative event of the nation of Israel.  The Passover 
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meal is a part of this week long celebration.  Yeast is to be banished from the 

home, because, as you remember, yeast is a symbol of evil.  In this 

celebration the Israelites remembered that God had chosen them, that he had 

redeemed them, that he had remained faithful to his covenant with their 

father Abraham.   

 The second annual festival is the Feast of Harvest.  Later on in the Old 

Testament it will be called the Feast of Weeks.  In the New Testament the 

Greek speaking Jews called it Pentecost.  It was a celebration of the first 

fruits.  It was an acknowledgement, during the summer, that God is the great 

Provider, and that all we have we have received from him.  The Feast of 

Unleavened Bread is a celebration of God our Redeemer; the Feast of 

Harvest is our celebration of God our Provider.  This festival is particularly 

appropriate for the sending of the Holy Spirit in power, as we saw in our 

morning lesson from Acts 2.  Those 3,000 who were converted on Pentecost 

were, so to speak, the first fruits of the movement of the Spirit recorded by 

Luke and spoken of beforehand by the prophet Joel: And afterward I will 

pour out my Spirit on all people.  Your sons and daughters will prophesy, 

your old men will dream dreams, you young men will see visions.  Even on 

my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.”   
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 The third and final annual festival was the Feast of Ingathering.  This 

feast was later called the Feast of Tabernacles, or the Feast of Booths.  It 

comes in the autumn, at the end of the agricultural year, and it celebrates 

God’s sustaining providence.  It particularly celebrates the way God 

provided for his people on their whole journey through the desert until they 

crossed over into the Promised Land.  We can think of it as a sort of 

Thanksgiving Day celebration in which we might sing “Safely through 

another [year] God has brought us on our way.”   

 Let me make one more point about the Sabbath and the celebrations 

that God commissioned so that the Hebrews might remember who he was, 

what he had done and how he had blessed them.  In verse 13 we read these 

words:  

 Be careful to do everything I have said to you.  Do not invoke 
the names of other gods; do not let them be heard on your lips. 

We have three commands here.  Israel is to guard the laws God has given to 

them through obedience, to forget the names of other gods and to refrain 

from even mentioning them.  Back at the start of the Book of the Covenant 

Israel was told not to make any gods to be alongside the real God.  The 

command was this: “You have seen for yourselves that I have spoken to you 

from heaven: Do not make any gods to be alongside me; do not make for 
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yourselves gods of silver or gods of gold.”  Now as the Book of the 

Covenant comes to a close, the command is repeated.  The names of other 

gods are to be forever consigned to oblivion; it is the name of the Lord God 

that is to be remembered and honoured.  The Sabbath is designed to help 

Israel do just that.   

 Years later Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were faced with the 

choice of naming and bowing down to a false god or remaining true to the 

living God.  Bow down or burn was the command of the king.  They did 

neither.  They obeyed and they received the blessing of God.  Daniel was 

another man who would not bow down the knee to false gods.  He chose a 

lions’ den instead.  God sustained him.  Sometimes the deliverance and 

blessing had to wait to the next life.  Stephen’s reward was granted in 

heaven.  So was the blessing of James, the brother of John.  Think of the 

saints of the Reformation: John Hus, William Tyndale, Ridley and Latimer.  

The names of the faithful down through the centuries bear witness to the 

faithfulness of God.  And today there are those who will not bow down.  We 

often do not know their names, but in China, in Moslem countries, in certain 

places in Africa, when people convert they do so at the risk of their earthly 

lives.  They do so to give God glory and to gain the crown of life.  Beloved, 

let them be an encouragement to you.  Never let us be ashamed to name the 
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name of Christ and to obey his commands with our whole hearts.  He 

deserves no less.  We owe him so much more.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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