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On May 7, David and Sandy Green will be hosting a get together at their home with 

the Bonners so that we can share with you the events, lessons, and profits we 

enjoyed from our six-month Sabbatical. We will also answer questions you may 

have about our time away.   

 

This morning I want to begin a short series on what both Becky and I believe has 

been one of the most important lessons God wants us, and I believe all Christians, 

to learn and apply to their own lives.  Really, it is more of a gift that God wants us 

to enjoy than a lesson to learn.  It is His gift of rest.  And by rest, I don’t simply 

mean the freedom to take a nap when you are tired.  I’m referring to the re-

energizing of your body, soul, and spirit.  

 

Allow me to set the stage of events that God providentially allowed to take place 

for us to recognize our need for His gift. Previous to knowing that we were going to 

take a sabbatical, Becky and I had scheduled a week of our vacation to go to the 

Bay area to babysit our four grandchildren while their mother and father enjoyed a 

business/vacation trip to England.  While my son-in-love worked hard, Mama was 

allowed to sleep until she was done and then visit a few sites. 

 

When we made those plans, neither Becky nor I had any idea how much in need of 

rest we were; and on top of that, our schedule got even busier just before we left.  

The bottom line is that we were pretty beat before we took on those babysitting 

responsibilities.  Please don’t misunderstand me, we have wonderful grandchildren 

who behave and are polite.  But they are still children, ages 1 ½ to 8, two of whom 

are still in potty training mode; and all four are highly energized.  Needless to say, 

by the end of that babysitting week, we were exhausted and happy to turn over the 

kids to their parents. 

 

The next day, Becky and I left their home for a pastoral retreat center to formally 

begin our Sabbatical.  It is a beautiful place in Taylorsville, California, in the 

mountains on an expansive ranch. Shortly after we checked in to our room at the 

retreat center, I noticed a shelf of specifically selected books for those in ministry 

to read.  Some dealt with the unique challenges that pastoral couples face in their 

marriages as a result of the stresses of ministry.  Others dealt with subjects like 

“How do you know when it is time to retire?”  Some concerned specific emotional 
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issues that sometimes need to be addressed in all Christian’s lives, including 

pastors and their wives.   

 

As I was looking at the list of books, none of them interested me until I noticed The 

Rest of God written by Mark Buchanan.  The title so got to me that I felt compelled 

to take it off the shelf.  Now if I had read the subtitle first on the front of the book, I 

probably would not have touched it.  But as I pulled the book off the shelf I prayed, 

“Lord, if there is something in here that you know I need to know, please show 

me.”  Then, I saw the subtitle and froze.  It read, Restoring Your Soul by Restoring 

Sabbath. 

 

Since seminary, I have read several articles and journals that have dealt with this 

subject of practicing the Sabbath.  I can honestly say that without exception, every 

one of them left me spiritually cold or feeling dead inside; because each of them, 

although good intentioned, breathed legalism and condemnation.  Each taught that 

to not practice the Sabbath was sin.  I will show you why later in our teaching.  

When I saw that subtitle, immediately I had a flashback to a summer missions trip 

Becky and I took to the deep jungles of Mexico and Guatemala.   

 

After a strenuous week of travel through the Mexican jungle, ministry to the 

people, the laborious work of killing a cow with a sledgehammer, and skinning and 

preparing the meat upon which our team was to live for the next several days, I was 

looking forward to Sunday to worship and enjoy God. 

 

Sunday came, and after lunch about eight of us grabbed a volleyball and went out 

to play.  We had been playing for about five minutes when one of the lead 

missionaries told us that we had to stop, or we would offend the natives by 

violating the Sabbath.  I stood there in shock.  I couldn’t believe this well-educated 

missionary had told us that.  So, without any self-restraint I said, “You’re kidding, 

right?”  

 

And he said “No!”   

 

Then I, twenty-six years old, reminded him, a man twice my age, that we aren’t 

under the Law anymore and furthermore questioned the reason for not being able to 

play on the Sabbath.  His response was, “But that is not what they believe.”   

 

I shot back, “Who has been teaching them?  Why don’t you teach them the truth?”  

Let’s just say that my response was not received very well!  But he did tell us that 

we could go into the cafeteria and play some board games.  Again, I could not 
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believe that he did not see the inconsistency of his beliefs.  We could play board 

games, but we couldn’t play volleyball. 

 

Needless to say, through the years when someone pushes their legalistic ideas of 

the Sabbath toward others, it has made the hair on my neck stand up.  And there I 

was last October, looking at this book.  Thankfully, the retreat hosts called us to 

dinner and I put the book back on the shelf.  At dinner, our hosts explained several 

things about the retreat center, including the encouragement to read any of the 

books we felt drawn to in our rooms, for they had been handpicked for couples 

such as us.  Then someone asked our host, “Of all of the books on the shelf, which 

is your favorite?”   

 

And he said, “Mark Buchanan’s book on the Sabbath.  You may have read some 

things about the Sabbath before, but his book will be different than any of them.” 

 

Immediately, I remembered my brief prayer to God about the book.  So after 

dinner, I went back to my room, picked up the book, and read it.  By the time I was 

finished, I realized that our host was right.  This was a good book.  During our 

sabbatical, I had to read it two more times.  And, I will probably read it again. 

 

But what was really unexpected for both Becky and me is that throughout the 

months we were gone, God kept causing us to come across magazines that were 

dedicated to talking about either the Sabbath or the need for rest.  Some of these 

articles were pretty bad, but others seemed to be teaching what we had read in 

Mark Buchanan’s book.  Then, while reading at least four more books that we had 

no idea would touch on the subject, Becky or I would find a chapter in each dealing 

with the need for Christians to practice the principle of the Sabbath rest.  No sooner 

did we get home than I found out from two of you that you had listened to Mark 

Goens’ single message on rest a few weeks ago.  I listened and found it good.  

Finally, just last Sunday after Easter, we were having dinner with some of our 

extended family here in town.  Before dinner one of them, who is a type A, get-it-

done kind of person, spoke about a book she had just finished that also deals with 

the Sabbath rest principle. I’m now reading that. 

 

Some might say that I’m pretty slow on the uptake, but even I can’t miss God’s 

leading in my life to take seriously the subject of a Sabbath rest.  And since I have, 

I can already sense a difference in my life.  It has made such a difference that, 

although I’m just beginning to understand more about this gift from God and how 

to properly apply it to my life, I sense that God wants me to pass on to you what 

I’m learning for your benefit.  Please know up front that I do not have all the 



 4 

answers on how to practice well this principle of Sabbath rest.  But I have learned 

some things that are vitally important to spiritual, emotional, and physical health. 

 

During the next few weeks, these will be the major subjects we will be covering as 

it concerns the Sabbath rest.  We will be looking at what the Bible has to say about: 

 

1. The history and purpose of the Sabbath. 

2. The difference between the law of the Sabbath and the principle of the 

Sabbath. 

3. The attitude and heart of the Sabbath. 

4. What to do with your Sabbath.  In other words, how does one celebrate the 

Sabbath? 

 

During the years that covered the time period of the book of Genesis, there was no 

law of the Sabbath.  However, God had established a principle of the Sabbath in the 

first two chapters of Genesis by creating the earth in six days and then ceasing 

from that creative work on the seventh.  For we read in Genesis 2:1-3 (NASB95) 

“
1
Thus the heavens and the earth were completed, and all their hosts. 

2
By the 

seventh day God completed His work which He had done, and He rested on 

the seventh day from all His work which He had done.”  Note that “rest” here 

does not mean sleep because God was tired.  The word for rest means to cease his 

creative work.   

 

“
3
Then God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because in it He rested 

from all His work which God had created and made.”  What does it mean to 

“bless and sanctify?”  In short, it is a pronouncement that one day out of seven is 

to be set aside from the other six as something special, when all who would live on 

earth would be expected to cease from their labor.  On that day, they were to 

memorialize their Creator God, who made them and brought them into fellowship 

with Him.  This was a good thing, for later in scripture we are taught that God’s 

intent was so that we could more fully enjoy Him.  This day was to be set aside like 

a down beat in the healthy rhythm of life, where we could celebrate with our God 

over His having created us and brought us into a perfect relationship with Him, our 

Creator.   

 

As many of you know, right after this in Genesis 3, we have the Fall of the human 

race; sin and failure comes into the world, our perfect fellowship with God is 

marred, and our work, which was totally good before, now has added to it a curse.  

Then, throughout the rest of the forty-eight chapters of Genesis we note that the rest 

principle and the memorializing of their Creator ceased or is not mentioned nor is 
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there any example of its having been practiced.  This suggests that this rest 

principle had been ignored while the worship of human-created gods had begun.  

We don’t hear about this “day of rest” again until we get to the book of Exodus. 

 

In Exodus, there is no mention that the previous generations had sinned by 

ignoring the Sabbath principle or that the previous generations had sinned by 

worshipping other foreign gods.  But for sure, by sanctifying the seventh day as a 

“day of rest,” God was setting a pattern for life.  He was using His example of 

doing the work of creation in six days and ceasing from work on the seventh as an 

example for us to follow in worship of Him.  But it was not stated in Genesis as a 

command.  It didn’t need to be in a perfect world.  It was given as a principle 

concerning how to have a spiritually healthy relationship with the Lord.  

  

When we come to the book of Exodus, it is no coincidence that we find Israel’s 

children having had their working conditions radically changed.  They had been 

enslaved for four hundred years.  God rescued His people of Israel from their 

Egyptian taskmasters, and one of the first things He did was to institute what now 

would become the law of the Sabbath.  Why?  Why make what was a principle 

before now a law?  The quick answer is that before the Fall, no law was needed.  

To cease work one day out of seven would have been a normal and natural rhythm 

of life.  But after the Fall, the hardhearted human race needed some black and white 

instructions on how to live a meaningful and together life amid a wicked misguided 

world. 

 

Another reason for instituting the law of the Sabbath is given us in Exodus 31:12-

17.  
 

12
The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “

13
But as for you, speak to the sons 

of Israel, saying, ‘You shall surely observe My Sabbaths; for this is a sign 

between Me and you throughout your generations, that you may know 

that I am the LORD who sanctifies you. 
14

Therefore you are to observe 

the Sabbath, for it is holy to you. Everyone who profanes it shall surely 

be put to death; for whoever does any work on it, that person shall be cut 

off from among his people. 
15

For six days work may be done, but on the 
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seventh day there is a Sabbath of complete rest, holy to the LORD; 

whoever does any work on the Sabbath day shall surely be put to death. 

16
So the sons of Israel shall observe the Sabbath, to celebrate the Sabbath 

throughout their generations as a perpetual covenant. 
17

It is a sign 

between Me and the sons of Israel forever; for in six days the LORD 

made heaven and earth, but on the seventh day He ceased from labor, 

and was refreshed.’”  

These verses tell us that this is the sign of a unique arrangement between Israel and 

God, the covenant that He is their God and they are His chosen people.  In addition, 

did you notice that in verse 17 the first reason for this rest from Genesis is 

referenced? 

 

Then, in Deuteronomy 5:13-15 we are told that this one day of rest in seven days 

is to be a reminder of God’s liberating work from their Egyptian taskmasters:  
 

13
Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 

14
but the seventh day is a 

Sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you or 

your son or your daughter or your male servant or your female servant 

or your ox or your donkey or any of your cattle or your sojourner who 

stays with you, so that your male servant and your female servant may 

rest as well as you. 
15

You shall remember that you were a slave in the 

land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out of there by a 

mighty hand and by an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God 

commanded you to observe the Sabbath day.   
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In another book I read during my sabbatical, Emotionally Healthy Spirituality by 

Peter Scazzero [p. 163ff], he wrote:  

 

Israel lived as slaves in Egypt for over four hundred years.  They never had a 

day off.  They were treated as tools of production to make pyramids.  They 

were “doing” machines.  They worked seven days a week all year long.  

Imagine how deeply ingrained activism and overwork must have been for 

them!  They had never observed or experienced a rhythm of work and rest.  

They had neither permission nor the choice to do so.  Living meant 

performing tasks, with one day blurring into the next.  When God called 

Israel out of Egypt, he affirmed they were sacred human beings made in his 

image.  He then showed them how to live according to their God-given 

nature.  In effect, God said, “It may feel awkward at first, but as a fish is 

created to live in water, I created you to live according to this design.” 

So when you put these three reasons together as to why God made a law out of 

what previously was a principle, you get the idea that God wanted the Israelites to 

celebrate and to remember that they were no longer slaves. They were free people 

who could have a day off to rejoice in His liberation of their lives, to celebrate that 

He had chosen them as His people, and, when they return to Him, to celebrate Him 

as their Creator and their God with whom they can enjoy fellowship.  And out of 

their fellowship with Him would come lives lived well in the midst of a messed up 

world.  

 

But as we read earlier in Exodus 31:13, this law didn’t just cover the stoppage of 

work for one day out of seven.  There were going to be several other Sabbaths or 

stoppages from work in the Hebrew calendar.  There would be weekly, quarterly, 

and every seven years, unique work stoppages.  Scazzero goes on to say:  
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God knew that if Israel were to be true to her calling and purpose, they 

would need more than weekly Sabbaths.  They would need longer stretches 

of time to stop, to rest, to delight in and contemplate him.  For this reason 

God built into their nation’s economic and political life entire Sabbatical 

years. God commanded all Israel to give the land a “Sabbath of rest” one year 

in every seven.  Since he knew this would require great faith, God promised 

that what they harvested in year six would be enough to feed them for two 

whole years. They were to trust God for his provision.  The soil needed to be 

replenished and to lie dormant for a season.  If you are a pastor, I want to 

encourage you to take time for a sabbatical rest every seven or eight years.  

To be providing leadership in God’s church is a demanding task.  It will 

transform your life and further enable you to best care for your flock.    

Interestingly, our treasurer reminded me last August in an elder meeting that my 

original contract with the church stated I was to take a sabbatical every eight years.  

But for various reasons, all rooted in my inability to trust God, I didn’t think I 

needed it.  So, I didn’t push for it.  I was young, healthy, and a type-A extrovert 

with things to accomplish and people to care for.  Who needs a Sabbatical (or a 

vacation as some inaccurately think)? And so I just let it go.  Well, I had to learn 

the hard way that that was a mistake.  But learn, I have. While on sabbatical I also 

learned another reason why I found it hard to take a sabbatical, but I’ll save 

explaining that for October, after we have finished our series in Acts. 

 

Just this week, a pastor of a relatively large church that is continuing to grow called 

me.  He is pumped and excited and energized.  I asked him two questions:  “How 

long have you been at that church,” and “How old are you?”  He has been there 

more than ten years and is in his fifties.  I asked him, “Have you ever taken a 

sabbatical?”  He said, “No.”  I asked him why not, and he said, “Because I don’t 
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think I need it.”  So, I told him, “Don’t wait until you do, because by then it may 

be too late!” 

 

There is something else I want to insert here concerning the Sabbath.  The Sabbath 

was not to be a day of fasting and mourning, for years later, the prophet Isaiah in 

Isaiah 58 would speak of the Sabbath as a “day of delight” where fasting and 

mourning were forbidden.  Special festive white clothes were to be worn, and 

joyous music was to permeate the Sabbath observance.  The Sabbath was to be a 

time of great celebration, rather than a somber day with a cloud of boredom and 

legalism hanging over the people.  The Sabbath was meant to be a gift from God, 

not a burden. God knew we needed refreshment that can only come from having a 

day of being more conscious of His presence in our lives.  It was to be a day in the 

natural rhythm of life whereby we could stop to celebrate Him and the life He has 

given us, because, after all, all of life orbits around Him.  God gave us this gift to 

release us from the tyranny of the urgent and of taskmasters.  He wanted us to live 

by faith, realizing that all of those have-tos and need-tos will be taken care of by 

Him if we trust Him and follow His principle of rest.  God will be the protector and 

provider for those who follow after Him. 

 

Quite frankly, one of the reasons I didn’t take a sabbatical in years past was my 

unbelief.  I didn’t realize it back then, but I do now.  My unbelief had several veins. 

One was that God would not protect the flock if I left.  I thought that, although we 

have always had stalwart elders and leaders here, God wouldn’t be able to lead 

them without me.  I found that the same unbelief that I had experienced in years 

past existed last year in the hearts of others in this church. When the news broke 

that the elders were sending me off on a much-needed Sabbatical for six months, 

voices were crying out that if I were to be gone that long, the church would 

crumble.   

 

Another example of my past unbelief, one that was even shared by some of the 

elders, was the fear that we wouldn’t have enough money to support the church and 

me in my absence.  To further exacerbate that fear was the feeling that people 

would leave because I wasn’t here, and there would be even less money.  I fully get 

those understandings of the situation. Those same concerns or challenges of 

unbelief are the same that we individuals have about taking one twenty-four hour 

day off a week, to rest and celebrate our Creator and to rejoice in our liberation 

from taskmasters, while we fellowship with God.  I won’t be able to make enough 

money, my yard will look a mess, and other things of great importance won’t get 

done.   
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So what is the solution to such unbelief?  Proverbs 3:5-6 answers that question, 

“Trust in the Lord with all of your heart and lean not on your own 

understanding; acknowledge Him in all your ways and He will make your 

path straight.”  Taking a Sabbath rest is all about shutting down those scheduled 

concerns and intentionally trusting God to provide and protect.  If you are too busy 

to trust God and you are a slave to the tyranny of the urgent, then your life is out of 

balance.  To take time off for a Sabbath rest declares to the world that you are 

placing your trust in God to get the job done, and that He will provide.  And when 

you follow God’s principles, like the principle of the Sabbath, then you can trust 

Him to do His part.  He will take care of you.   

 

My first three major tests for keeping a twenty-four hour Sabbath rest came these 

past two Sundays.  Because of some unforeseen challenges, I did not have the time 

I normally need to put together those two holiday messages and plan this series and 

its first message.  Normally, I would have been really anxious and would have 

worked on my day off.  But not these last three weeks.  I told God, “I’m going to 

spend the day celebrating You by doing no work on those sermons and instead, 

having a great time enjoying You and doing those things that give me life.  I’m 

going to trust you to give me the rest I need and what you want me to say.”  And 

He did! 

 

Before I left last fall, I heard from three other pastors that upon their return from 

their Sabbaticals, their churches were healthier and their budgets were the most 

stable they had been in years!  I confess that when they told me that, I thought, 

“Good for you guys, but how do I know that God will do that for Crossroads?”  

The answer is that I didn’t.  But I obeyed, and the leadership led as they should, 

making plans and trusting God for the outcome.  And what happened while I was 

gone?  The same thing that happened in my friends’ churches.  God blessed us for 

following His lead.  This church has grown; it is better organized, more people are 

serving, the budget is stable, and the saints are fired up!  

 

So what can we expect when we take the Sabbath principle for granted in our 

individual lives?  We can expect the very same thing to happen to us that happened 

to Israel when they took their eyes off God and looked at his instructions as 

optional.  The nation, one generation after Joshua had conquered the land, went 

into the tank.  There were the four hundred horrible years known as the period of 

the Judges. 

 

Like the Israelites, God wants you to take one day a week to enjoy Him, to 

celebrate, and to remember that you don’t need to be a slave to the tyranny of the 
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urgent.  You are a free people in Christ who have been given a day off to rejoice 

in His redemption and transformation of your life, to celebrate that He has chosen 

you as a follower and beloved of Jesus Christ, and to celebrate and praise Him for 

being your Creator God who cares for, provides for, and protects you as you seek 

after Him. 

 

We will pick up next time by looking at whether the law of the Sabbath is still a 

law or a principle, and examining the heart attitude behind the Sabbath rest.  If we 

have time, we will cover how to go about having a Sabbath rest--what to include 

and what to avoid.  

 

But I hope that during this week, you will ponder the idea of the value of testing 

God by taking one twenty-four hour period off from the work and obligations that 

press into your life, in order to enjoy Him.  Don’t worry now about how you can do 

that, or what you should do with that day.  I’ll show you!  And you will love it!  

Just consider before God, “Would you really like for me to do this Lord?” 

 

If you feel like your life is lived under unbearable pressure, the tyranny of the 

urgent is running your days, and you want peace to be set free, but you don’t know 

Jesus Christ, start with Him.  Putting your trust in Him as your savior is where you 

need to begin before you start working on this day of rest we have been talking 

about.  He will forgive you of your ignoring Him or rebelling against Him.  He will 

embrace you and start showing you how to really get the most out of the life you 

have in this fallen world. 
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