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Lord's Day 38  

The Fourth Commandment:  The Keeping of the Sabbath 

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

A. First, that the ministry of the gospel and the schools be maintained: and that I, especially 
on the Sabbath, that is, on the day of rest, diligently frequent the church of God, to hear his 
word, use the sacraments, publicly to call upon the Lord, and contribute to the relief of the 
poor, as becomes a Christian. Secondly, that all the days of my life I cease from my evil works, 
and yield myself to the Lord, to work by his Holy Spirit in me: and thus begin in this life the 
eternal Sabbath. 

The Heidelberg Catechism has frequently been criticized for its exposition of the fourth 
commandment. Many have been offended because of the method the catechism follows in treating the 
question of the Sabbath. Many will also be offended by an explanation of the fourth commandment that 
follows that same method of the catechism. The reason for this criticism lies in the difference of 
viewpoint between these critics and the catechism concerning the fourth commandment.  

The critics proceed from the point of view that the essential idea of the Sabbath is that there must 
be one day in which we refrain from our daily toil and labor. That is placed on the foreground. And not 
only is this ceasing from our daily labors placed on the foreground, but it is also emphasized that to 
cease from our daily labor on the Sabbath day has religious value. What we may do on Saturday, we may 
not do on the Sabbath. Therefore, it is also emphasized that the fourth commandment must be made a 
law for the world in general, and that we must petition congress to make laws enforcing upon the 
people in general the keeping of the Sabbath. We must petition the government to close stores, and 
theaters, and places of amusement.  

But the catechism does not mention these things. That is the difference between the critics and the 
catechism. The catechism does not say what we may not do on Sunday. It does not even refer to it. The 
catechism is immediately busy with the positive question: what must we do. And it says that God 
requires, in the fourth commandment, that the ministry of the gospel and the schools (for the training of 
ministers, for such was the original meaning of the catechism) be maintained, and that I come to Church 
diligently to receive the word of God, to make use of the sacraments, to publicly call upon the Lord, and 
to support the poor; and that so the Sabbath may be an influence, a picture, a foretaste, and a 
preparation for the eternal Sabbath. The catechism is speaking to the Christian. It does not look upon 
the fourth commandment as an element in legislation, but as a guide and rule for the life of a Christian. 
In this, the catechism is right. We must not return to that other point of view, which is at heart, 
Pharisaic, and which pictures the keeping of the Sabbath as consisting in doing nothing. Therefore, we 
must look at this fourth commandment from that point of view. 

Theme: The Fourth Commandment:  The Keeping of the Sabbath 

1. Its Meaning 

2. Its Positive Application 

3. Its Blessing for them that keep It 

1. Its Meaning 

It is not superfluous to call your attention to the contents of the text of the fourth commandment. 
The catechism seems to be so remote from the text of the fourth commandment that it would seem as 
if it had nothing to do with it. Therefore it is not superfluous to call your attention to the text of this 
fourth commandment.  

We must see that it also speaks to us in a positive form. Remember the Sabbath. It does not come 
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as the former commandments: “Thou shalt have no other gods before Me … Thou shalt not make unto 
thee any graven images … Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord the God in vain.” Rather it begins, 
“Remember the Sabbath day.” Remember it, that is, keep it in mind, have it before you, do not forget it. 
We might easily do so. Some are so busy in the world, and with the things of the world, that they forget 
the Sabbath. In the world, men are so busy with their business, or other things, that they forget the 
Sabbath day. In the second place, the catechism means remember the Sabbath, not only on the Sabbath 
day itself, but constantly. Have it in your mind at all times, so that all the days of your life, you have the 
Sabbath in your mind, so that you look forward to it during the other days of the week. In the third 
place, hallow it, that is, set it aside. Set it aside for the service of God, not because our whole life must 
not be set aside for the service of God, but set it aside in a special sense. That is the positive element.  

The negative element, that is, negative as to its bearing on the Sabbath, is that we work six days. In 
order to keep the distinction of the Sabbath, the fourth commandment commands that we work six 
days. The fourth commandment emphasizes that we work six days, not five or four, but six days. The 
world today makes it more and more impossible to keep that distinction. The world in its own wisdom 
follows its own conceptions and corruption and confuses things. But the keeping of the fourth 
commandment, from both points of view, is becoming more and more impossible. But the fourth 
commandment says: six days shalt thou labor, and the seventh day thou shalt distinguish. Six days we 
must work, and the seventh day we must not do it.  

It is evident that the ground, the basis of the Sabbath, is in creation. In the deepest sense, the basis 
is in God Himself. For in six days, God created heaven and earth and all that is in them, and He rested 
the seventh day. That fact lies at the basis of our working six days. Therefore it is foolish, also from that 
point of view, to speak of the days of creations as periods. God could have created all at once. Why did 
He not do so? Why did He take six days? In order that that might be the basis for our working six days. 
God creates time, and works day after day, and then rests a day. God did not find six days and create all 
things in the six days that He found. No, God created these days. We find our days ready for us, and we 
do things in these days. If we do not do a thing in a certain day, the day passes by, and it passes by 
forever. But God did not find His days ready for Him. God mad the days, and each day He filled with His 
creative power. God created the day. He divided His creative power into six, and as it was the week 
days, so it was with the day of rest, He created it, and He filled it with rest. That six plus one is the basis 
for our life. We are created with that six plus one in our system. If we violate that six plus one, we 
violate an ordinance of creation just as much as when we eat too much. That is also true with a view to 
the earth. The soil also needs rest. That is the basis of the fourth commandment. That is not the idea, 
but the basis. 

In the second place, notice that the commandment adds: “the LORD blessed the sabbath day, and 
hallowed it.” That is, He filled the Sabbath day with a blessing which we cannot receive on other days. 
That is the meaning of the fourth commandment. 

2. Its Positive Application 

Now it will be seen that the fundamental idea of the Sabbath is positive. The question of the 
Sabbath is by no means an easy one. The problem of the Sabbath today is not of less interest then it was 
in former years. On the one hand, the Sabbath was never desecrated as it is today. It is so desecrated 
because of the very constitution of our modern world. People are insane with the craving for fun. The 
people of God are not to be excluded from this crazy desire for fun. On the other hand, we are not 
entirely rid of the Pharisaistic conception of the Sabbath, that conception being that of doing nothing. 
We have not gotten rid of that. We say that we must have laws forbidding labor on the Sabbath day. 
That notion is rooted in the idea that there is value in doing nothing on the Sabbath. This is rooted in the 
same legalistic conception of the Sabbath that the Pharisees had. There is no value in doing nothing. You 
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cannot compel a man to celebrate the Sabbath by forbidding him to work. It is better to go the shop on 
Sunday than to spend the day in bed. The idea of the Sabbath is not idleness.  

The catechism asks: what is the idea of the Sabbath? It answers: not that we must do nothing, but 
that we crowd it full with certain kind of work. We still have the same idea of the sabbath that the Jews 
had, and that caused them to condemn the man whom Jesus had healed at the pool of Bethesda on the 
Sabbath. It was not an accident that Jesus went to Bethesda on the Sabbath. He could have gone there 
on the day before just as well. Or having arrived there on the Sabbath, He could have waited until the 
following day to heal that man. There was not such a great hurry with it that it could not have waited 
until the next day. Or having healed him, Jesus might have told this man, now you wait until tomorrow 
before you take up your bed. But instead of this, Jesus tells him to take up his bed and walk. The Jews, 
seeing this man carrying his bed, take him to task and tell him that it is unlawful to carry his bed on the 
Sabbath. When the man tells them that the one that had healed him had told him to take up his bed and 
walk, the Jews sought to kill Jesus because He had done this. That was the Jewish idea of the Sabbath. 
The Jewish idea of the Sabbath was the idea of sitting idle. We must get rid of that idea. If we ask the 
question: may I do this or that on the Sabbath, we are proceeding on the idea that the Jews had. If you 
ask me: may I shovel snow off the sidewalk on the Sabbath, my answer is: if it is necessary to clean your 
walks to keep someone from breaking his neck, go ahead and do so. If you feel that you must glorify God 
by carrying your bed in the streets of Jerusalem, go ahead and do so. We must get rid of this Jewish 
conception of doing nothing. There is no value in doing nothing on the Sabbath.  

Therefore, we must see that the idea of the Sabbath is positive. The idea of the Sabbath is not to do 
nothing, but the idea is rest. It is the rest of the Sabbath. Sabbath means rest. The rest of the Sabbath is 
God’s rest. God rested on the seventh day and the Bible tells us that the seventh day was just like the 
other days. God rested on day of twenty-four hours. If that is not true, then Genesis 2 has no meaning 
and the fourth commandment has no meaning. We read in Genesis 2: and on the seventh, God ended 
His work which He had made; and He rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had made. 
And God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it: because that in it He had rested from all His work 
which God created and made. God rested one day and therefore, we must ask what it means that God 
rests. Scripture teaches that God rests. Therefore, rest cannot mean idleness. God is never idle. He is 
always, with all the power of His being, active. Rest does not mean to be idle. Nor does rest mean that 
we are tired and must recuperate. The may be unrest. If we have worked hard all day and we lay down 
because we are tired, that is not rest. That is simply that we quit working. One may cease from work 
because he is tired, in order to recuperate, and still not rest.  

Rest, in Scripture, is to rejoice in a work that is finished. In that sense, God always works and rests 
while He works, because Hi work is always finished. God’s work is always finished and therefore He 
always rejoices in His finished work. In God, work and rest are identical because His work is always 
finished. That God rested on the seventh day does not mean that He did not do anything. Jesus says, My 
Father works even unto now, that is, God always works. He never stopped working. God is never tired 
and when He does rest, He does not recuperate. He is never tired. That God rests means two things. In 
the first place, it means that His work is finished. Creation is finished. In the second place, it means that 
He enters into the perfect enjoyment of His work. That is the rest of God.  

The meaning for man is that he labors in order that he may enter into God’s rest. That is the idea of 
the six days of labor. God worked six days in order to enter into His rest, and God created man in His 
image in order that he should be a co-worker with God, to enter into that rest. In other words, the six 
plus one is nothing but a picture of what Jesus calls out: Come unto Me, and I will give you rest. Now 
you know that God’s labor, His work, was not finished, as far as His counsel is concerned, when He 
finished creation. When God had finished His creation, His work was not done. His counsel was not 
complete when His creation was finished, and Adam did not enter into that rest of God. To the contrary, 
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he fell into unrest. Then God began a new work. That new work is the work of salvation, of redemption.  

God’s counsel was a new heaven and a new earth in Christ Jesus. That is what God had in mind. 
That counsel was not done. His creation was done, but not His counsel. His counsel was that His creation 
should be led on to glory. God must work again and must lead His creation on to glory. He must work 
the work of salvation. Adam must fall, and God must, in Christ Jesus, lead His work of creation to 
heavenly glory. The original day of rest means that God stopped twenty-four hours before starting His 
work of salvation to rejoice in the finished work of creation. On the next day, God begins His next work. 
It is a striking fact that Adam begins His life on the Sabbath. The first full day of Adam’s life was the 
Sabbath. The Adventists are wrong here. According to the Adventists, we must work first and then rest. 
But Adam began his life with a day of rest. It is true, Adam becomes a co-worker with God in the work of 
creation on the sixth day, in naming the animals, etc. But the first full day of his life was the Sabbath. 
God brings Adam into His rest.  

Now when Adam falls, God in and through the fall of Adam, continues His work. He had stopped 
one day. He had created that day, and then He continues His schedule, so to speak. That schedule was 
the work of perfecting the work of creation in the Lord Jesus Christ. That work He begins after a day of 
rest. That work was typically finished when Israel entered into Canaan. That is why we read that God 
entered into His rest when Israel entered the land of Canaan.  But it was typical. That work is principally 
perfected in the day of the resurrection. When Jesus rises from the grave, God finished that work. God 
entered into His rest when Jesus arose. That is why the Church of the New Testament does not 
celebrate the Sabbath of creation anymore. That Sabbath is gone forever. The Church understood this, 
and ever since it has celebrated the first day. There was no pope or synod to change the Sabbath from 
the seventh to the first day, as the Adventists claim. The Church knew it without the aid of pope or 
synod. That is why the Adventist is not only wrong with regard to the day. I can celebrate the Sabbath 
any day, if you want to force a day upon me. But the Adventist does not understand that God goes on, 
and that we do not celebrate the creation Sabbath as Adam, but we enter with God into the finished 
work of redemption.  

The Sabbath of creation is still the underlying form of life for the Church in this world. But she no 
more celebrates the Sabbath of creation. For God spoke of another rest. That is the rest of salvation, 
and we enter into the finished work of salvation. Of that work, the weekly Sabbath must be a picture, a 
foretaste, and a preparation. Now if that is the weekly Sabbath, if the weekly Sabbath must be a 
preparation, a picture, a foretaste of the finished work of salvation, that is , of the eternal Sabbath, we 
can understand why the catechism does not emphasize the negative side, but the positive side. The 
weekly Sabbath must be filled with rest. It must not be empty. It must be filled. It must be filled with 
rest. With what rest? With the rest of entering into the salvation in Christ Jesus. With that rest, the 
weekly Sabbath must be filled. That is why the catechism emphasizes these things. You understand, if 
you so fill the Sabbath with rest, the other, the question of what we may not do will take care of itself. 
You cannot labor and rest. You cannot fill the Sabbath with the things that are below and at the same 
time fill it with the rest of salvation in Christ.  

The tendency of everyday life is to make us forget the rest. It is not easy to seek the things above 
the six days of the week. Then tendency of everyday life is to seek the things below. But that may not be 
the tendency, and therefore the Lord prepared a day which we must empty of all our earthly work. We 
must empty that day, but not in order to be in bed that day. It is better to go to the shop on the Sabbath 
day that to lie in bed. You do not keep the Sabbath by sitting in a chair. That is not the purpose. Not to 
go auto riding. The hypocrite sometimes says that it is alright to take the auto and enjoy God in nature. 
That is not so. And you don’t meant that either. You don’t go joy riding to enjoy God in nature. You go 
for an auto ride.  

The idea of the weekly Sabbath and the fundamental idea of celebrating it is not ceasing from work. 
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When the Lord tells us that we must stop from our work for a day, it is not because that work, as such, is 
wrong. A work that is not wrong on another day is, as such, not wrong on the Sabbath. But if we look at 
it from the point of view of the purpose of the Sabbath, it is sin. We must empty the Sabbath in order to 
fill it with heavenly things. If you ask me, may I do this or that on Sunday, I will tell you to go home, I 
cannot solve your problem. But positively, I will say your weekly Sabbath must be a picture of the 
heavenly rest and you must fill it with the heavenly things. If you do that, there will be no time left and 
no danger of desecrating the Sabbath. The purpose is to crowd that day with rest. If we do the other, if 
we spend the day by sitting in an easy chair, we do not keep the Sabbath; neither do we receive the 
blessing of the Sabbath. Oh, we usually find things. We say we must have policemen and firemen. I 
admit that the world has so arranged things that it does not care to keep the Sabbath. Where the world 
has so arranged things, let the world take care of these things. Let the dead bury their dead. Let they 
that arrange the system take care of it. You say there must be policemen? My answer is, let the dead 
bury their dead. You say we must have firemen? My answer is, let the dead bury their dead. It is the 
dead that are the cause of these conditions. It could very well be arranged so that firemen could attend 
services, if they chose to do so. We must have bakers to supply us with fresh bread on Monday morning. 
All right, if the dead want fresh bread, let the dead bake it for them. Some people want fresh milk on 
Sunday. But if the dead want fresh milk, let the dead bring it to them. But let not the dead take your 
hours of service. And let not the world lay a burden on you until twelve o’clock Saturday night so that 
you go to sleep in Church on Sunday. The desecration of the Sabbath is a sign of the downward trend of 
things. We get nervous if the service lasts a little long. I wonder how people who cannot stand to be 
with the people of God for a short time and serve God in His house will be able to hold out with the 
people of God throughout eternity. It is necessary to crowd all kinds of worldly things into the services 
to get people to come to Church. But you may not crowd worldly things into the service of God. If you 
want to go to the devil, go, but do not take the Church along with you.  

3. Its Blessing for them that Keep It 

But the Lord says: “Keep the Sabbath dayl” and so the catechism comes to these things. It tells us 
that we must frequent the Church of God, not because it is blessed to sit here, as such, but because you 
labor to enter into the rest, because you have been longing all week for the Sabbath to come, and 
because you long to be with God’s people. It must not be necessary for the minister to tell you that you 
must come to Church in the evening also. When it gets that far, it’s too late. I, for one, refuse to tell you 
that you must come to Church. What is the use? The fourth commandment is not for the world, but for 
the people of God. 

If we so celebrate the weekly Sabbath, it is of tremendous influence for our life. In the first place, 
the catechism says that all the days of my life I cease from evil works, and yield myself to the Lord, to 
work by His Holy Spirit in me. In the second place, that I thus begin in this life the eternal Sabbath, that 
is, God gives one day in which to be busy exclusively with the things of God. In order that that one day, 
we should stretch over the entire week, and walk in sanctification. God gave us that day in order that we 
might be strengthened for the service of God on the six days of the week.  

In the second place, there is the influence upon the Christian’s hope. If we so keep the Sabbath, it 
will be a power causing us to look forward to the final rest. It will be a foretaste of that eternal rest of 
God. It will cause us to long for that eternal rest. There remaineth a rest for the people of God. The true 
and spiritual celebration of the Sabbath will tend to this, that when our final Saturday night comes, it 
will be the end of a life in which we remembered the Sabbath day. I will say: my work is finished. Now I 
enter into God’s Sabbath day, into the eternal rest in Christ. God grant that we may so keep the 
Sabbath, that it may be a picture, and a foretaste, and a preparation of the eternal Sabbath of God. 


