Making Sense of the Sabbath #2

“The Penalty of the Sabbath”

selected Scriptures

Just over fifty years ago, the New York Times published the following in graphic terms,

State Supreme Court Justice Paul A. Fino, in embarking on a personal “crusade” against narcotics pushers, is apparently determined to use anti-tank howitzers to kill mosquitoes. In the process he seems prepared to mow down anyone who considers objectionable this method of judicial overkill—one manifested in a maximum sentence of thirty years in prison imposed on a small-time addict for selling a few grains of heroin to an undercover police agent.

“Judicial Overkill” was the title of the article and I’m sure some readers agreed with that view. Being tough on crime is one thing, but—come on, really? Thirty years in prison for selling a few grains of heroin? Seems a bit over the top.

The same might be said when it comes to the subject of the Sabbath. Last week we introduced the subject—taking a break from the ordinary to rest, enjoy, and be restored—as a necessary facet of life. God initiated the Sabbath after He completed the creation of the universe and everything in it, and instructed His people to imitate Him by setting aside one day a week to not work.

The Sabbath became part of the law of Israel as God included keeping the Sabbath day in the Ten Commandments. As with any law there are consequences for disobedience. But when we consider the penalty of the Sabbath in this week’s message, we might wonder if God wasn’t guilty of judicial overkill.

Or was He?

The Immediate Consequence of Breaking the Sabbath

We begin by considering the immediate consequence of breaking the Sabbath. Turn to Exodus 31:12-17,

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘You must observe my Sabbaths. This will be a sign between me and you for the generations to come, so you may know that I am the Lord, who makes you holy. Observe the Sabbath, because it is holy to you. Anyone who desecrates it must be put to death; whoever does any work on that day must be cut off from his people. For six days, work is to be done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of rest, holy to the Lord. Whoever does any work on the Sabbath day must be put to death. The Israelites are to observe the Sabbath, celebrating it for the generations to come as a lasting covenant. It will be a sign between me and the Israelites forever, for in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, and on the seventh day he abstained from work and rested.

Remembering the Sabbath is clearly important to God. In Exodus He mentions it no less than five times. Obviously God thought that this was very important. It was central—not peripheral—to His plans for His people.

This is the first passage that spells out the immediate consequence of breaking the Sabbath. Verses 14 and 15 each clearly state the penalty: death. There is some debate as to the meaning of the phrase, “cut off from his people”—does this mean death or some kind of excommunication from the community? I’m not sure, but I’m pretty certain “must be put to death,” means just that.

But why? Why such a harsh penalty? Close examination of this text reveals that the Sabbath pattern is a sign between God and Israel, a perpetual covenant between God and Israel, a reminder that it is God who sanctifies things, including His own people.
 The prohibition was absolute. The word Sabbath means to cease, and on the Sabbath the Israelites were not allowed to do regular work of any kind. It was not a day for business as usual, or for people to “do their own thing.” If they did, they would suffer the penalty.

Remember that the commandment’s purpose was to protect and preserve God’s relationship with his people. Breaking the Sabbath was an act of defiant rebellion. It was a repudiation of the covenant. It was a way of saying to God, “My relationship with you isn’t important to me. You’re not worth the time it would take to get to know you.” When people say that, they really are cutting themselves off from God, and it is only right for them to be cut off from his people.

Notice the context of this chapter: In the first eleven verses God appoints Bezalel and Oholiab as skilled craftmen to work on the tabernacle. This emphasis on the Sabbath was surely meant to alert these workers to the fact that the uniqueness and holiness of their task did not allow them to neglect the law of God. The commandment was not addressed specifically to Bezalel and Oholiab but to all Israel, for no one knew at this point who was to be included in the workforce. No one was permitted to say either that the abnormal circumstances of their wilderness life or the exceptional nature of the work in hand allowed adjustments to be made. As ever, God’s work must be done in God’s way.
 They could not use their sacred calling as an excuse not to take their holy rest.

The next time the Sabbath is addressed is in Exodus 35:1-3,

Moses assembled the whole Israelite community and said to them, “These are the things the Lord has commanded you to do: For six days, work is to be done, but the seventh day shall be your holy day, a Sabbath of rest to the Lord. Whoever does any work on it must be put to death. Do not light a fire in any of your dwellings on the Sabbath day.”

Once again the importance of observing the Sabbath is emphasized, using that phrase, “a Sabbath of rest to the Lord” as we saw in our last message.

In this passage, Moses specifically mentions lighting a fire on the Sabbath day. If the workers on the tabernacle could not think their work was too important not to rest on the Sabbath here the people were reminded that to work was too menial to slip through the cracks.

And as if to demonstrate that such commands were to be taken seriously, Numbers 15:32-36 records, 

While the Israelites were in the desert, a man was found gathering wood on the Sabbath day. Those who found him gathering wood brought him to Moses and Aaron and the whole assembly, and they kept him in custody, because it was not clear what should be done to him. Then the Lord said to Moses, “The man must die. The whole assembly must stone him outside the camp.” So the assembly took him outside the camp and stoned him to death, as the Lord commanded Moses.

Wow! Talk about judicial overkill! The death penalty for gathering firewood!

This was actually a double sin: not only was gathering the wood itself work and therefore forbidden on the Lord’s holy day, but the only reason for gathering wood on the Sabbath would be in order to light a fire on the Sabbath, which was explicitly forbidden in Exodus 35:3. Thus the man was committing one sin in order to be able to commit another—a defiant, premeditated flaunting of God’s commandments. When Moses sought the Lord’s guidance as to what should be done with this man, the answer was definitive: he must die. The whole community took him outside the camp, symbolizing his exclusion from the community, and there stone him to death.

This man’s lawlessness was not casual or accidental. It was intentional. The Hebrew verb translated “gathering” suggests repetitive wood gathering, indicating this was more than a one-time excursion. It was a recurrent act. This man was demonstrating his intention to defy the law against lighting a fire on the Sabbath. He was a determined, defiant “worker.” 
The story is actually an illustration of the difference between “unintentional” and “defiant” sin, spelled out in the preceding paragraph (Numbers 15:27-30). Unintentional is the wrong word, preserving, as it does, an old but false distinction between “witting” and “unwitting” sins. The Hebrew verb translated “unintentional” here means “to go astray” and can refer to serious, deliberate sins of the flesh—lying, theft, perjury, debauchery and the like—some of which are quite intentional and all of which can be forgiven. 
So, the Sabbath-breaker in this story was no ordinary sinner: He was a rebel, one of those who had refused to enter the land. There was something especially perverse about his resistance to God. He would not rest in God’s provision and salvation. He was on his own, and that was (and still continues to be) serious sin.

But the sin of Numbers 15:27-36, the sin of a “high hand,” was plainly that of rebellion against God and His Word. So Numbers 15:30-31 explained, “He blasphemed the Lord… because he has regarded with contempt the word of the Lord.” This is what the New Testament calls, “blasphemy against the Holy Spirit,” or “the unpardonable sin.” It was high treason and revolt against God with the upraised, clenched fist: a picket against heaven! But this was not to be put in the same class as sins of murder, adultery, or the like. Treason or blasphemy against God was much more serious, as it attacked God Himself.

It’s a dangerous practice for Christians to say, “I’ll go ahead and sin, because afterward, I can ask God to forgive me.” They see God’s promise in 1 John 1:9 as a “religious rabbit’s foot” to get them out of trouble after they’ve deliberately disobeyed God. Professed Christians who repeatedly and deliberately sin probably aren’t Christians at all, and true believers who adopt that careless attitude will be discipline by the Father until they submit to His will.

So we see that by decree, precept, and exhortation the Sabbath was set before the people of Israel as one of the most important parts of the law. The violation of this law carried the death penalty, and its neglect was one of the reasons for Israel’s national catastrophe (which we will get to later in this message).

Yet we return to the question: Why so harsh? Perhaps God was treating Israel like parents treat young children when it comes to bedtime or naptime. They don’t want to go to bed or take naps, but the parents know it is good for them (and everyone else in the house!) Bedtime and naptime may be strictly held when children are young until they mature and can set those times for themselves, understanding the importance of them.

The Indirect Consequence of Breaking the Sabbath

In ancient Israel, the immediate consequence of breaking the Sabbath was death. This is certainly not the case today. But I do believe in the indirect consequence of breaking the Sabbath. Studies done at the University of Arizona showed a biological need for rest every week and the energizing value of rest: “Failure to rest after six days of steady work will lead to insomnia or sleepiness, hormonal imbalances, fatigue, irritability, organ stress, and other increasingly serious physical and mental symptoms.”
 In other words, the indirect consequence of breaking the Sabbath is seen in serious health issues! 

Dr. Archibald Hart writes in his book, Adrenaline and Stress,

The Bible has a lot to say about the Sabbath, the day of rest. What has always fascinated me about the laws governing Sabbath keeping in the old covenant is that the penalty for breaking the laws was death by stoning. Wasn’t that a rather severe penalty for failure to observe a day most of us take for granted today? Not really. The truth is that even today the penalty for not taking time to slow down and give our bodies adequate rest is still death. Only it is a slow, self-inflicted death…death caused by too much stress!

Such conclusions are not new, nor have they originated from scientific study. In Mark 6:31 Jesus said to His disciples, “Come…apart…and rest” (kjv). Vance Havner quipped, “If we don’t come apart and rest, we will come apart.”
 Now we see a growing number of people suffering from burnout and compassion fatigue and, while many factors play a part to these conditions, failure to take regular times of rest is a major contributor.
Just as Exodus 31 addressed those who were working on the tabernacle, so we see that those in full-time Christian service are not immune from these effects. Overall, pastors are not the physically healthiest group of people. There is too much sitting and eating and not nearly enough exercising. Stress can become a way of life for many in ministry. Even in the spiritual realm, pastors give more than they take in. Over time, their cup becomes empty and they have little left to give.

Author and pastor Jim Anderson wrote an article he called “Tale of Two Oswalds.” Oswald Chambers, author of the beloved My Utmost for His Highest, was a chaplain in Cairo, Egypt, during World War I. Anderson quotes David McCasland’s biography, which suggests a failure to rest may have contributed to Chambers’ premature death from complications after an appendectomy: “Photographs taken during the time show his face weathered and lined with fatigue. His sunken cheeks appear in marked contrast to his appearance two years before. Friends often expressed concern when he refused to rest during the midday heat. Many were asking, ‘Why?’ Why had he waited so long for treatment? Why had he worked so long without rest, depleting his physical reserves to almost nothing?” Anderson suggests it may have been God’s will to take Oswald Chambers home at age forty-three. But the questions asked by his loved ones are legitimate.

Anderson points also to Oswald Sanders, author of Spiritual Leadership and general director of China Inland Mission. Sanders came to value rest only after his zeal drove him to the edge of death itself. 

My life has been stress filled. I have done stupid things and have suffered for them. Way back about 50 years ago, I was under considerable stress … I began to lose weight and dropped 56 pounds. My wife would weep when I undressed at night seeing this old bag of bones. 

It was a doctor who told Sanders, “There is only one thing that will recuperate nervous exhaustion, and that is rest and sleep. It is the way you build up your reserves again and are able to serve the Lord effectively.” 

Sanders listened and lived to the age of eighty-nine. He often shared what he had learned with young Christian leaders: “I am not suggesting for a moment that you become overly solicitous for yourself or care for yourself too much or be afraid to spend. But there is a point when it is wise to stop and have a rest.”
 

Whatever we may believe theologically about the Sabbath as was instituted under the Old Covenant, the benefits to be derived from a strict observance of it are tremendous in terms of physical and mental health.
 

Busyness is not a Christian virtue, and spiritual maturity is not measured by the amount of work we do, no matter what we’re busy doing or how much we get done. As said before, there’s more to the Christian life than increasing its speed.

The Inclusive Consequence of Breaking the Sabbath

Finally let us consider the inclusive consequence of breaking the Sabbath. Many don’t know that the Sabbath was not only intended for individuals, but for the community at large as well. And when the community ignores the Sabbath, the consequences can be devastating.

In Leviticus 25:1-7, the Lord establishes a Sabbath year for the land:

The Lord said to Moses on Mount Sinai, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When you enter the land I am going to give you, the land itself must observe a sabbath to the Lord. For six years sow your fields, and for six years prune your vineyards and gather their crops. But in the seventh year the land is to have a sabbath of rest, a sabbath to the Lord. Do not sow your fields or prune your vineyards. Do not reap what grows of itself or harvest the grapes of your untended vines. The land is to have a year of rest. Whatever the land yields during the sabbath year will be food for you—for yourself, your manservant and maidservant, and the hired worker and temporary resident who live among you, as well as for your livestock and the wild animals in your land. Whatever the land produces may be eaten. 

Then, in verses 8-12, God establishes a “jubilee” year each fiftieth year—following seven groups of seven years. Family property that had been sold was to be returned and the land was not to be planted or harvested. 

Yet the Israelites failed to obey these commands. The Lord spoke in Jeremiah 17:19-27,

“Be careful not to carry a load on the Sabbath day or bring it through the gates of Jerusalem. Do not bring a load out of your houses or do any work on the Sabbath, but keep the Sabbath day holy, as I commanded your forefathers. Yet they did not listen or pay attention; they were stiff-necked and would not listen or respond to discipline. But if you are careful to obey me, declares the Lord, and bring no load through the gates of this city on the Sabbath, but keep the Sabbath day holy by not doing any work on it, then kings who sit on David’s throne will come through the gates of this city with their officials. They and their officials will come riding in chariots and on horses, accompanied by the men of Judah and those living in Jerusalem, and this city will be inhabited forever. People will come from the towns of Judah and the villages around Jerusalem, from the territory of Benjamin and the western foothills, from the hill country and the Negev, bringing burnt offerings and sacrifices, grain offerings, incense and thank offerings to the house of the Lord. But if you do not obey me to keep the Sabbath day holy by not carrying any load as you come through the gates of Jerusalem on the Sabbath day, then I will kindle an unquenchable fire in the gates of Jerusalem that will consume her fortresses.’”

The people repeatedly disregarded the law and treated the Sabbath like any other day. Their sin was evidence that their hearts were devoted to material gain and not to the Lord. God didn’t want mechanical obedience to the Sabbath law but obedience that came from their hearts because they loved and feared the Lord. If this were the case, then they would obey all His law, and God could then bless the people, their kings, and their city.

But this wasn’t the case. And in the end they felt the inclusive consequence of breaking the Sabbath, as recorded in 2 Chronicles 36:20-21,

He 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 to 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.

Later, after the exiles were allowed to return, Nehemiah reminded the people of this truth: 

I rebuked the nobles of Judah and said to them, “What is this wicked thing you are doing — desecrating the Sabbath day? Didn’t your forefathers do the same things, so that our God brought all this calamity upon us and upon this city? Now you are stirring up more wrath against Israel by desecrating the Sabbath” (Nehemiah 13:17-18) 

Over the last several decades, the Sabbath has undergone rapid decline in American life. A Sabbathless world promises heightened productivity and greater economic gain. It flatters the illusion that we have control over our schedules and our lives. But it leaves its frenetic inhabitants weary and empty. We deprive ourselves of the very thing that we most need—rest.

Now, obviously, the death penalty no longer applies. There were three types of Old Testament law: moral, civil, and ceremonial. The moral law is God’s universal and eternal will for all people in all places. The civil law was for Old Testament Israel as a nation under the direct rule of God; its judicial sanctions are no longer binding. The ceremonial law governed the rituals of religious worship, such as the system of sacrifice. This law has been fulfilled in Christ.

So where does the command to keep the Sabbath fit in? What kind of law is it? In its essential requirement, it is part of the moral law, included in the Ten Commandments. God demands that once a week we cease from our regular work. Certain aspects of this law were ceremonial, such as the day it was celebrated (Saturday) and the addition of other Sabbath days to Israel’s festival calendar (such as Passover). There were also penalties for breaking the Sabbath, which were part of Israel’s civil law. But we no longer live in the jurisdiction of Israel, so the specific penalties do not apply.
 Yet there are still penalties for breaking the Sabbath.

Thomas Merton has written with great wisdom, 
To allow one’s self to be carried away by a multitude of conflicting concerns, 
To surrender to too many demands, to commit one’s self to too many projects, 
To want to help everyone in everything, is to succumb to violence. 
Frenzy destroys our inner capacity for peace. It destroys the fruitfulness of our work 
because it kills the root of inner wisdom which makes work fruitful.

No, this is not a case of judicial overkill, of going after a fly with a sledgehammer. The penalty of the Sabbath is the natural consequence of neglecting the way we were created by God, pushing ourselves beyond our limits and feeling the impacts, as individuals and as a church, too.
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