           3/12/06 Sermon:   “The 3rd Commandment”
      ( Exodus 20:8-11; Colossians 2:13-17; Matthew 11:28-12:14 )

***********************************************************************
     Every so often I think back on my college days in the early 1980’s.  I was a student at Concordia college in St. Paul, MN, and I was enrolled in the Pre-seminary program, which means that after college I was planning go on to the Seminary and become a pastor.
     However, even though I was enrolled in pre-seminary studies as a college student, I did not always make godly choices.  You see, like most college students, I would stay up quite late on Saturday nights EITHER because I was studying OR because I was having fun with my friends.  Come to think of it, I was usually have fun with my friends on Saturday nights.

     Anyway, when Sunday morning would roll around I would often have the following conversation with myself:  “Sunday morning already!  But I’m still so tired.  I should just stay in bed.  I have to get up for 7AM class every weekday, and Saturday and Sunday are my only times to sleep in.  I know I should go to Church, though.  Wait a minute!  I’m going to be a pastor one day.  Once I’m a pastor I’ll be in Church every Sunday the rest of my life.  I’m sure God won’t mind if I miss a few Sunday while I’m in college.”

     That’s what I’d say to myself as I turned off my alarm and slept in on Sunday morning.  But deep down in my heart I knew I was sinning, and I felt guilty.  I knew I was breaking the 3rd Commandment.

     Today we continue our sermon series on the 10 Commandments by focusing on the 3rd Commandment:  “You shall remember the Sabbath Day!”  Most people think that we keep this Commandment simply by showing up for Church on Sunday morning.  That’s why preaching a sermon on the 3rd Commandment is a challenge.  

     Why is it a challenge to preach on the 3rd Commandment?  Because YOU are here!  You’re in Church.  In fact, here’s how the devil would like you to think about this sermon:  “Good!  Pastor is finally preaching about a Commandment that I keep.  I’m in Church today, unlike some other people I know.  I’m doing my duty.  So, I guess I can tune out for the rest of the sermon because what Pastor is about to say is for all those other people who are sleeping in this morning or out fishing or something.  In fact, I think I’ll bring some of those people a tape of today’s Sermon.”  That’s the danger in preaching sermons on the 3rd Commandment.  We’re tempted to think that it only applies to the people who aren’t here. 

     But I’ve got news for you.  My sermon today applies to you even if you are here every Sunday without fail.  In fact, we even break the 3rd Commandment while we’re sitting in Church.  How can that be?  Listen to the rest of the sermon, and you’ll find out.

     First of all, what is the 3rd Commandment?  In Exodus 20 we read:  “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.”  Now, what does this mean?  In his Small Catechism Martin Luther gives this explanation:  “We should fear and love so that we do not despise preaching and His Word, but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.”  Why does Luther explain the 3rd Commandment in this way?  Well, we need to go back to the “beginning” to find out.
     Genesis chapters 1 & 2 teach us that God created the universe and all life in 6 normal days.  What happened after that?  Listen to these words from Genesis:  “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.  And there was evening, and there was morning – the sixth day.  Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array.  By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work.  And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done.”
     This section of Scripture teaches us about the Sabbath day.  The word “Sabbath” is based on the Hebrew verb “Shabat” which means “to cease” or “to finish.”  We’re told that on the 7th day God rested from His work.  Why?  Was He tired?  No!  God doesn’t get tired!  God rested because He was FINISHED!  His work was perfectly complete, and it was very good.

     From that point on God made the 7th day a special day for humans.  Why?  On the 7th day we were to remember that God is the Creator of all things and that we are sustained by His work alone.  We depend on Him for all we need.  God is our life!

     Sadly, Adam and Eve did not Remember the Sabbath Day.  They believed the devil’s lie.  They thought they could have a better life without God.  They deluded themselves into thinking they could take care of themselves and live by their own work.  They rejected their Creator, and things have been a mess ever since because we have inherited Adam’s sinful nature.  We, too, refuse to remember the Sabbath Day.
     This brings us to the 3rd Commandment as we find it in Exodus chapter 20.  God had used Moses to lead Abraham’s descendants out of Egypt.  Hundreds of years had passed since the beginning when God created everything.  God tells His people to remember the Sabbath day, and He gives them a ritual to help them do this.  He tells them to work 6 days just as God did in Creation.  Then on the 7th day they were to rest from their work just as God did at the end of the 6th day.
     Now, why did God give them this Commandment?  We often think that it’s all about PHYSICAL rest.  God doesn’t want us to exhaust ourselves, so He commands that we rest at least 1 day each week.  Well, it’s true that God does care about our physical lives.  God does want us to get adequate rest.  But that’s NOT the main point behind the 3rd Commandment.  You see, the 3rd Commandment is primarily about SPIRITUAL rest!

     Simply put, the 3rd Commandment is telling us to trust God.  God wants us to trust in His work for us and find rest in the promises of His Word.  
     With that understood, we can understand how the 3rd Commandment applies to us today.  God commands us to trust in Jesus’ work for us.  In fact, in our reading from Colossians Paul says that the Old Testament Sabbath ritual points ahead to JESUS!
     Think about it.  When did Jesus die on the cross?  At the end of the 6th Day!  Before He died Jesus said:  “It is finished!”  Jesus then rested in the tomb on the 7th day.  On the 1st Day of the week Jesus came to life.  That’s why many Christians choose to worship on Sunday – the day of Jesus’ resurrection!  
     Jesus came to restore the Creation that we destroyed with our sin against God.  Jesus has given us the hope of a New Creation.  In fact, that New Creation begins in US!  In 2nd Corinthians Paul writes:  “If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation!”  Paul means that Jesus gives us the forgiveness of sin and the hope of eternal life with God.  

     Therefore, we now keep the 3rd Commandment by trusting in Jesus and all that He has done for us.  That’s why Luther said that we should not despise preaching and the Word, but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.
     Sadly, we don’t always do that.  Sometimes we break the 3rd Commandment by not taking time to attend the Services of God’s Word.  We fill our schedule with other priorities.  Worse yet, we even find rest in sinful activities.  If we fail to hear God’s Word at Church, in Bible Study, through personal and family devotions, we thereby show that we despise what Christ has done for us.

     However, even when we DO attend Church we can still find ways to despise what Christ has done.  This happens when we let our minds wander during the Scripture readings or the sermon.  This happens when fail to think about the meaning of the words of hymns we are singing.  This happens when we fail to prepare for the reception of the Lord’s Supper.

     Finally, we also break the 3rd Commandment when we DO attend Church, go to Bible class or have devotions for the wrong reasons!  This happens when we think that attending church, going to bible class or having a devotion is something WE do for God!

     Have you ever had this attitude:  “I really don’t want to go to Church today.  But I know that attending church makes God happy.  So, I’ll do my duty and attend Church.  If I attend Church enough God will be impressed with me.  He’ll certainly like me more than those people who never come to Church.  In fact, if I come to church on a regular basis maybe God will bless me for having such good attendance.  Yes, I’ll go to church and make God happy.”

     My friends, attending Church is not something we do for God.  If we think that God loves us more than others just because we attend Church, then we have been deceived.  In fact, trying to earn God’s blessing by attending church is a sure way to earn eternal damnation!

     But if attending Church is not something we do for God, then why attend?  Here’s the answer:  We attend Church and bible class and have family devotions because this is how GOD serves us!  

     The 3rd Commandment reminds us that God is our Creator as well as our Savior who has given us the hope of a New Creation through His death and resurrection FOR US.  Jesus did not come to be served, but to SERVE.  Jesus served us by dying on the cross for our sins – including our sins against the 3rd Commandment.

     Remember these words of Jesus from our Gospel reading:  “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest…for your souls.”  Jesus is your Sabbath-Rest!  Listen to this passage from Hebrews chapter 4:  “There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God; for anyone who enters God’s rest also rests from His own work, just as God did from his.”
     Please understand.  This is not talking about rest from PHYSICAL work.  This is talking about rest from “works of the Law” -- the evil idea that we must make ourselves worthy of God’s love by working for Him.  But we sinners CAN’T earn God’s love.  In fact, our sinful works earn us nothing but God’s wrath!

     The Good News is that God calls us to rest in His work for us.  That’s what the 3rd Commandment is all about.  God wants you to rest in all that Christ has done for you.  God wants you hear the preaching of His Word and gladly learn it because He uses His Word to serve you and build you up in Christ.
     My friends, we are ALL guilty of breaking the 3rd commandment by trusting in our own works.  The good news is that Jesus has done something about our sin.  Jesus has given us the hope of a New Creation through His death and resurrection for us.  Jesus is here today to serve you with His Word.

     Jesus has used His Word today to convict us of sin and show us the damnation we deserve for trusting in our works.  But Jesus has also used His Word to give us His rest from the burden of our sin and guilt.  Today Jesus says to you:  “Come to me, you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest!”

     When I was in college I broke the 3rd Commandment.  But God moved me to confess my sin and come to Him for rest.  I still struggle with sin against the 3rd Commandment, just as you do.  But God invites us to repent and come to Him for rest.  That’s why we’re here today at this Service--where God is busy serving us with His Word of mercy, love and life.  Amen!
