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FOREWORD BY MAX LUCADO



Sheep can’t sleep. Perhaps the reason we count sheep to help us sleep is because they are awake.


Sheep struggle to calm down. It’s understandable. They are defenseless. They have no sharp teeth or claws. They run slow. When they fall over, they struggle to stand up. They cannot protect themselves. Consequently, they are hesitant to relax.


For sheep to sleep, everything must be just right. No predators. No tension in the flock. No bugs in the air. No hunger in the belly. Everything has to be just so. Unfortunately the sheep cannot find safe pasture, nor can they spray insecticide, deal with the frictions, or find food. They need help. They need a shepherd to help them “lie down in green pastures” (Ps. 23:2). Without a shepherd, they can’t rest.


Without a shepherd, neither can we.


We work hard. There is money to be made. There are degrees to be earned. There are ladders to be climbed. Busyness is next to godliness. We idolize Thomas Edison who claimed he could exist on fifteen-minute naps. (Somehow we forget to mention Albert Einstein who averaged eleven hours of sleep a night.) In 1910 Americans slept 9 hours a night, today we sleep 7 and are proud of it. And we are tired because of it. Our minds are tired. Our bodies are tired. But much more importantly, our souls are tired.


We are eternal creatures and we ask eternal questions. From where did I come? To where am I going? What is right? What is wrong? When I’ve done wrong, how can I be made right? Do I have a Maker and does my Maker care about me? These are the primeval questions of the soul. And these are the kind of questions which, left unanswered, will steal our sleep.


Yet we are so busy making a living, we have no time to ponder the meaning of living.


Our Good Shepherd has a better idea. “He makes me to lie down” (Ps. 23:2). The One who leads us has a plan to restore us. That plan includes ordained moments of rest. That plan includes a Sabbath day.


It is time to rest. In this powerful, restorative book, Robert Morris calls us back to the ancient practice of regular renewal. I love Robert. He is a dear friend, generous with his wisdom and gracious with his leadership. God has given him a message for our generation. This book will bless you. Read it, then read it again.


A century ago Charles Spurgeon gave this advice to his preaching students:




Even beasts of burden must be turned out to grass occasionally; the very sea pauses at ebb and flood; earth keeps the Sabbath of the wintry months; and man, even when exalted to God’s ambassador, must rest or faint, must trim his lamp or let it burn low; must recruit his vigor or grow prematurely old… In the long run we shall do more by sometimes doing less.1





The bow cannot always be bent without fear of breaking. For a field to bear fruit it must lie fallow. And for you to be healthy, you must rest. Slow down and God will heal you. He will bring rest to your mind, to your body, and most of all, to your soul. He will lead you to green pastures.















START HERE!



What does it take to reduce a grown man—the respected head of a large and rapidly growing enterprise with scores of employees, no less—to a weepy, bewildered, half-dressed heap on his closet floor? Surprisingly little, it turns out, under the right circumstances. “How little,” you ask? One morning several years ago, I discovered that nothing more challenging than an empty sock drawer was sufficient to push me over the edge.


That’s right. I am that man.


At the time, Gateway Church, the church in the Dallas–Fort Worth metropolitan area it is my privilege to pastor, had been in hyper-growth mode for years. We’d all pretty much been charging forward at a dead run from the day we founded the church with only a small group of friends in a living room, but me most of all. In the early days of any church startup, the founder is not only the preacher, but also the business manager, operations manager, personnel director, and the custodian.


Growth brought help and increased division of labor, but the pressures and demands expanded in parallel. A second Sunday morning service was added, followed by a Saturday night service. Then came more services on both days. Within a few years I found myself preaching five or six times each weekend and leading a large, seemingly ever-growing staff during the week.


At the same time, the increased profile of the church and some well-received books resulted in a steady stream of invitations to speak across North America and around the world. I felt obligated to say yes to as many of these as I could. “After all,” I reasoned, “surely the invitation wouldn’t have come my way if God didn’t want me to go help those people.” I presumed, often without asking, that every invitation was an expression of God’s favor and blessing. And that as a good steward, I was obligated to take on everything that came my way. Of course, I was also fully committed to being the best husband and father I could be. Indeed, my heart, value system, and biblical beliefs all demanded that I put family first. So, I had been striving mightily to live out that conviction. But I had been running on empty for years and it was finally catching up with me—physically, mentally, and emotionally.


I wasn’t the only one in our household stretched increasingly thin. As the church grew, my wife Debbie found herself with more to do and more places to be. As it happens, my “hitting the wall” moment happened to coincide with her being out of town for a week at a women’s conference.


On one fateful morning in the middle of that week, I dragged myself out of bed early, my mind already whirling with the multitude of things I needed to accomplish that day, and the precious, limited time available for those tasks in between multiple meetings. Every item on my mental to-do list seemed important. So did the meetings that increasingly crowded my schedule. My practical instinct was to try to prioritize, but everything shouted with equal urgency. Everything seemed to vie for the label “Top Priority.”


After a quick shower, I headed to get dressed, opened my underwear drawer in the chest in my closet, and was greeted by a terrifying sight.


I was down to may last pair of clean underwear.


A surge of alarm hit me. What will I do tomorrow? There’s no more underwear!? As I pulled the last remaining pair on, I pulled myself together by assuring myself that I would figure something out later. After all, I had a whole twenty-four hours to solve this crisis.


Then I opened my sock drawer. My empty sock drawer.


I know it seems ridiculous, but that was it. That was the grain of sand that tipped the scales of my fragile physical and emotional well-being. That was the flimsy little hay straw that proved too much for the staggering camel. Sometimes after months of silent snowfall, a single snap of a twig is all it takes to trigger the avalanche that roars down the mountainside. The tiny issue of “no clean socks” was that twig snap. A wave of deep sadness washed over me. I dropped to the floor and began to weep.


Don’t judge me. I was perfectly capable of running a load of laundry. I was licensed and duly authorized by Debbie to operate our Maytag front loader. Or, alternatively, as a functioning adult in possession of a wallet containing cash, I was quite capable of stopping at Target or Walmart on the way to the office and purchasing socks and underwear with my own money. There were numerous easy solutions to this problem, but in that particular moment I was incapable of bringing any of them to my consciousness. Any solution, no matter how simple, constituted “one more thing to do.” My overburdened mind and under-rested soul were simply too weary to choose one. I was essentially frozen in fatigue.


Today I can laugh about the Great Underwear Crisis of 2005. It truly is absurd. I eventually pulled myself together, fished a matching (I think) pair of socks out of the dirty clothes hamper, and got on with my day. I was only lost in despair for a moment, but it was a frightening moment. So when I arrived at the office, I took the first opportunity I had to confide in our senior executive pastor, Tom Lane. Tom was and is a wise elder counselor and friend. He’d been supporting and serving senior pastors for about as long as I’d been a Christian. After describing my meltdown that morning, I finished with the question that had been haunting me all morning: “Tom, am I losing it?”


He smiled and said, “No, Robert, you’re just exhausted. You’ve been pushing too hard for too long. You just need some real, deep rest.” And he was right. I had become just another victim of the great silent epidemic of our times.
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Epidemic is a strong word, but it’s the appropriate one here. Precisely one hundred years ago another kind of scourge was sweeping the world and killing millions. Between 1918 and 1920, roughly five hundred million people were infected by the Spanish Flu and somewhere between fifty million and one hundred million died around the world. In the United States, it’s estimated that 28 percent of the population eventually became infected and somewhere between 500,000 and 675,000 Americans died.


At the height of the epidemic, many Americans opened their morning paper each day and found two lists of names on the front page. The shorter of the two lists contained the names of local servicemen who had been killed in World War I. A longer list held the names of those who had died of the Spanish flu.


Thankfully, in the century since those terrifying days, science and technology have gone a long way toward eliminating those kinds of appalling death tolls by disease. But that progress has come at a price. The rise of modern technology has been a double-edged sword—accelerating the pace of life, extending our workdays, and breaking down the barriers between workplace and home.


All of the Western world experienced these changes, but America’s unique culture amplified them. We’re a nation built upon the ideas of freedom, individualism, and achievement. With God’s providential help, the founders created a dynamic place where class or station at birth meant almost nothing. Anyone willing to work hard, sacrifice, and apply themselves could achieve anything. The US became a magnet for the destitute and downtrodden of the world not because of its social welfare safety net. (There wasn’t one.) America became the promised land because a person could arrive penniless and through diligence, thrift, talent, and ambition become virtually anything they could imagine.


Yes, any person could go as far as their energy, creativity, and diligence could carry them. That’s the heart of the miraculous American dream. It’s a wondrous thing. But along the way during these last hundred years, we laid something aside that those previous generations of Americans understood and held sacred. Something that made living “the good life” possible. We’ll identify and explore that lost “something” in great detail on the pages that follow. For now, just know that its abandonment has unleashed another kind of epidemic across our land.


That’s right; today our culture of self-improvement and self-advancement through individual effort has resulted in tens of millions living burned-out, stressed-out lives. We’re never off and never unplugged. We’re never quiet. We’re never not bombarded by tasks, information, obligations, stimulations, and aggravations. And it’s taking an enormous toll on our well-being. It’s a plague of spirit, soul, and body exhaustion.


It’s not just us adults who are suffering the devastating effects of this twenty-first-century pandemic. Increasingly, even children are falling victim to our culture’s obsession with busyness. Shocking numbers of teens and preteens are overscheduled, overcommitted, and under rested. As a result, children too increasingly show all the signs of stress and burnout.


I’m not pointing fingers here. As I’ve already made clear, I too have fallen victim to the plague of our times. In fact, this epidemic came close to laying me low on more than one occasion before the Lord opened my eyes to the neglected, revolutionary spiritual key I will present to you on the pages that follow. I’m honored and excited to offer you the biblical cure that saved me.






[image: ]








About a quarter century ago, a Christian family physician from Wisconsin named Richard Swenson wrote a timely and insightful book prompted by the steady stream of stressed-out, worn out, burned-out people he kept treating in his office week after week. In Margin: Restoring Emotional, Physical, Financial, and Time Reserves to Overloaded Lives, Dr. Swenson diagnosed a single root of much of the sickness and physical breakdown he was being asked to treat in his medical practice. That diagnosis? Too many people living with too little in their lives of something he called “margin.” He said most of us are living “marginless” lives. What did Dr. Swenson mean by this? He opened his book by contrasting living with margin to living without it:




Marginless is being thirty minutes late to the doctor’s office because you were twenty minutes late getting out of the bank because you were ten minutes late dropping the kids off at school because the car ran out of gas two blocks from the gas station—and you forgot your wallet. Margin, on the other hand, is having breath left at the top of the staircase, money left at the end of the month, and sanity left at the end of adolescence.


Marginless is the baby crying and the phone ringing at the same time; margin is Grandma taking the baby for the afternoon. Marginless is being asked to carry a load five pounds heavier than you can lift; margin is a friend to carry half the burden. Marginless is not having time to finish the book you’re reading on stress. Margin is having the time to read it twice.1





Think about this: If marginless living—and the physical, mental, emotional, and financial toll that comes with it—was a significant problem back in the midnineties, it is surely far, far worse today. Dr. Swenson’s book was published back when email and the internet were only embryonic novelties, phones were “mobile” but not “smart,” and the future founders of Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram were all prepubescent kids in their bedrooms playing Super Mario Kart on Super Nintendo game consoles. The dizzying technological changes that have emerged over the last two decades have served only to crowd, hurry, and busy our lives even more. Today, a wide range of authorities are sounding the alarm about both the physical and mental toll our epidemic of marginlessness is taking on us as a people.


On the medical front for example, a 2017 piece for CNN titled “Stress Really Is Killing Us” reported, “Stress-related disorders and diseases have been on the rise in the whole population for decades, according to data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.”2 Along the same lines, a 2016 study measured what it called the “physiological stress load” of Americans of all races and income levels. It found that health indicators tied to heart, kidney, and liver disease were closely tied to levels of stress. It also found that the stress load of the average American has been rapidly increasing since the late 1970s.3 According to one expert on balancing work and life, “Stress is a factor in five out of the six leading causes of death—heart disease, cancer, stroke, lower respiratory disease, and accidents. An estimated 75 percent to 90 percent of all doctor visits are for stress-related issues.”4


Our increasing lack of margin is damaging more than our bodies, however. As I discovered the hard way, it ravages our minds and emotions as well. A respected online source for mental health information lists the following as possible warning signs of burnout or emotional exhaustion:5




• Sense of failure and self-doubt


• Feeling helpless, trapped, and defeated


• Detachment, feeling alone in the world


• Loss of motivation


• Increasingly cynical and negative outlook


• Decreased satisfaction and sense of accomplishment




Currently, millions upon millions of people in our culture are living daily with these symptoms. Far too many of them are believers. Christian counselor David Murray, author of the book Reset: Living a Grace-Paced Life in a Burnout Culture, says we’re experiencing “an epidemic of burnout” in the Church.6 It’s certainly true among my fellow pastors. The words “burnout” and “ministry” have become tightly linked.


For many Americans and their doctors, the path to relieving the negative effects of exhaustion and stress seemingly runs through the local pharmacy. A 2013 study revealed that one in every six adult Americans was on some sort of prescribed psychiatric drug like an antianxiety or antidepressant medication.7 Some unknown but very large percentage of the individuals taking these medications are likely suffering either the physical or psychological effects of living without margin. They’re simply chronically under rested.


The physical, emotional, and mental impacts are troubling enough for any individual. But when you add up the costs across our entire society, it begins to look like a crisis. A 2016 article in Forbes magazine attempted to put a price tag on the damage to our economy. The piece cited a study that estimated that “as many as one million people per day miss work because of stress.” The cost of this lost productivity was estimated to be between $150 billion and $300 billion annually for American employers.8


I know exhaustion certainly represented a crisis for me, as it will for you or someone you love.


So, is there an answer? Is there a cure for this epidemic? I’m happy to report there is. Like most other solutions that actually work, we’ll find that it’s been hiding in plain sight all along—in our Bibles.















CHAPTER ONE



THE FORGOTTEN COMMANDMENT




We cannot break the commandments, we can only break ourselves against them.


—G.K. Chesterton




Roughly thirty-five centuries ago, a vast multitude of people—perhaps two million in number—were encamped at the base of one of the craggy mountains that dot the desert south and east of modern-day Israel. They were waiting. For what, they weren’t quite sure. Their leader had climbed the mountain days ago to meet with the same mysterious God who, fifty days earlier, had miraculously led them out of bondage in Egypt.


The twelve tribes of Israel were about to learn that they, through their representative, Moses, had entered into a sacred covenant with the Most High God. This covenant would set them apart as a unique and special people among all the peoples of the earth. They were becoming a chosen people. But chosen for what, exactly? Chosen to be carriers of a seed. They were picked to become a genetic, prophetic, and cultural vessel that would ultimately bring the Savior of the world into the earth. God had been prophesying about and planning for this seed for a very long time. This future Redeemer was “the seed of the woman” who would one day crush the head of the serpent, promised all the way back in the garden immediately after the Fall.1 This very same seed was foreseen in the promise to Abraham, the father of the Israelite nation, when God said, “In your seed all nations of the earth shall be blessed.”2


This seed that the Israelites would carry as a chosen people was none other than the Redeemer who would eventually be born to undo all the devastation that Adam’s Fall had unleashed upon the earth. The Fall had separated man from his Creator. The promised seed would reconnect him, but only if this people could survive and remain separated according to God’s plan for another 1,500 years.


In other words, the eternal fate of humanity itself hinged on the Israelites’ ability to remain a distinct people and a healthy, successful society through the centuries.


Now, a covenant is like a contract, only far more solemn and sacred. When two parties enter into a written contract, both receive a copy so they can remember what has been agreed to. So, Moses ultimately returned from his mountaintop encounter with the Creator carrying two copies of a covenant document—one for the Israelite people and one for God. In this case, each copy of the agreement was a tablet of stone, with writing on both sides. That writing contained ten stipulations, or “commandments.”


Remember, God’s purpose in creating this covenant was to form a people who could remain distinct, intact, healthy, and thriving for centuries in a fallen, twisted, decaying world. Those commandments were divinely designed to help them do just that. They were the heart of a system—along with the Levitical regulations found in Moses’ books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy—that would create a unique culture and society. One that could resist being corrupted by the devastating effects of idolatry. One that could keep families intact, bodies and minds healthy, the land productive, and the social fabric strong.


Those ten simple covenant stipulations, carved onto those stone tablets by God’s own finger, are a truly remarkable set of rules for living. They held in them the wisdom to live a good life and form a strong society. Of course, the Israelite people as a whole never kept those commandments faithfully or completely. Nevertheless, enough people took them seriously enough, often enough, to keep the Jewish people intact and distinct through centuries of invasion, threat, crisis, exile, and return. Long enough for the fullness of time to come for the arrival of that promised seed. And the more closely they adhered to those rules, the better they did as a people.


The first three commandments centered on how the individual was to relate to God. (Don’t worship other gods. Don’t make graven images. Don’t take God’s name in vain.) Meanwhile, the final six commandments spoke to how the individual was to relate to other people (Honor your parents. Don’t steal. Don’t kill. Don’t lie. Etc.)


So, that’s the first three, and the last six. That adds up to nine commandments. What about the missing fourth commandment? Well, it is something unique. In a sense, in eight simple words it speaks to how the individual is to relate to God, self, and creation all at once: “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.”3 However, God didn’t take any chances about His people misunderstanding what remembering and keeping the Sabbath looked like. So, He followed this command with lots of explanation. In fact, Moses directly followed this commandment with more commentary than any of the other nine!




“Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is the Sabbath of the LORD your God. In it you shall do no work: you, nor your son, nor your daughter, nor your male servant, nor your female servant, nor your cattle, nor your stranger who is within your gates. For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it.”4





Yes, there was (and is) something special about this particular commandment. God included it and emphasized it because it contains a major key to the Israelites’ success as a people. So important to Israel’s well-being and survival was it, that God established severe penalties for violating it. According to the Mosaic law, violating the Sabbath carried the death penalty. Eleven chapters later in Exodus, here’s what we find God saying to Moses:




“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. For six days work may be done, but on the 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.”5





But did God really intend this to be enforced? Was He truly serious about making working on the Sabbath day a capital offense? We find our answer in an incident recorded in the book of Numbers:




One day while the people of Israel were in the wilderness, they discovered a man gathering wood on the Sabbath day. The people who found him doing this took him before Moses, Aaron, and the rest of the community. They held him in custody because they did not know what to do with him. Then the LORD said to Moses, “The man must be put to death! The whole community must stone him outside the camp.” So the whole community took the man outside the camp and stoned him to death, just as the LORD had commanded Moses.6





Yes, at God’s direct instruction, they executed the man for gathering sticks on the Sabbath. Clearly, God was quite serious about refraining from work on the Sabbath. Profaning the Sabbath was indeed one of several of the Levitical laws that carried the death penalty—among them murder, rape, and bestiality. Yes, the Sabbath was serious business to God.


I realize this seems excessively harsh to our modern minds. After all, the man was just gathering firewood, for Pete’s sake.


But we have to keep in mind that the laws that Moses delivered to the Israelites were designed for their benefit and to assure the success of His grand plan of redemption. Those laws contained principles for remaining healthy as individuals and families, and strong as a society. God understood what we clearly do not. Namely, that a society in which people work seven days a week is just as vulnerable to collapse as a society in which people are free to rape and murder without consequence. God was crafting a culture and a people that could survive and thrive so that in the fullness of time, His only begotten Son could enter the world through them.


It’s very important so I’ll say it again. The fate of God’s entire plan of redemption for planet Earth rested on forming a unique, resilient, healthy, set-apart people. And clearly, resting one day a week was such a vital key to being such a people, that God made it one of his core, ten stipulations inscribed into his covenant with Israel.


Now, let me ask you a question: If God was this serious about the Sabbath, how serious should we be about it today? Let’s dive deeper into God’s Word and find out.


A Rest Remains


For me, hitting the wall of exhaustion brought me face-to-face with the vital wisdom principle embedded in the fourth commandment. I’m talking about the principle of rest. This principle is a thread that runs throughout the Bible.


Once you start looking for it, you see it all throughout Scripture, including in the New Testament! It’s an eye-opening exercise to explore this truth in our Bibles, so let’s begin with the book of Hebrews, a New Testament book devoted almost completely to explaining how the New Covenant relates to the Old. In the fourth chapter there is an entire passage that addresses the principle of rest:




For only we who believe can enter his rest. As for the others, God said, “In my anger I took an oath: ‘They will never enter my place of rest,’” even though this rest has been ready since he made the world. We know it is ready because of the place in the Scriptures where it mentions the seventh day: “On the seventh day God rested from all his work.” But in the other passage God said, “They will never enter my place of rest.”7





Here, a New Testament book quotes and references two key Old Testament passages about rest. First, he directs us to Psalm 95:11 (“They will never enter my rest.”), then he points us all the way back to the first pages of our Bibles, to the creation account in Genesis Chapter 2 (“On the seventh day God rested from all his work.”). Note that God established and modeled the principle of rest right from the very beginning of creation. We’ll explore that truth further in a moment.


Notice also how the Holy Spirit-inspired author then goes on to connect these two Old Testament passages to each other:




So God’s rest is there for people to enter, but those who first heard this good news failed to enter because they disobeyed God. So God set another time for entering his rest, and that time is today. God announced this through David much later in the words already quoted: “Today when you hear his voice, don’t harden your hearts.” Now if Joshua had succeeded in giving them this rest, God would not have spoken about another day of rest still to come. So there is a special rest still waiting for the people of God.8





I find this amazing. Right in our New Testament the author of Hebrews declares that a Sabbath rest is “still waiting for the people of God.” The New King James Version says, “So there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God.” That’s you and me, by the way. That means there currently is a rest that you and I can and should enter. It is an open and standing invitation. But according to this passage, entering that rest is an act of obedience. In other words, we can choose not to enter. What kind of obedience is necessary? The author of Hebrews answered that question in the previous chapter by pointing back to the way the children of Israel were called to “believe God” and, in faith, go take possession of the promised land where they could be at rest as a nation. The writer points out that the first generation of freed Israelites refused to do so and, as a result, died in the wilderness. They refused to enter the rest God had prepared and granted them because of unbelief.9


The fact is, the principle of rest is a pattern established right from the beginning of creation and it is still in place today. As we’ve seen, God personally inscribed it into the Ten Commandments. We’ve also seen that it is revalidated in the New Testament. And although as a pastor I was familiar with the principle, its importance and relevance had not been fully clear to me until I hit that wall of exhaustion I described at the beginning of this book. With the best of intentions, I had allowed my love for people and the demands of leading a church to progressively crowd out any space for real rest in my life. Because I was chronically ignoring the principle of the Sabbath, I couldn’t participate in God’s divine plan of restoration.


Far too many Christians are making the same terrible mistake. Many do so because they’ve been taught that nothing in the Old Testament applies to them. Let’s examine that assumption.



Law, Grace, & Principles


How should New Covenant believers view and relate to the laws of the Old Covenant? That’s a question theologians, pastors, and believers have been wrestling with since the very beginning days of the Church. We see the original apostles grappling with it in the early chapters of the book of Acts. Large sections of Paul’s numerous epistles address this issue as well. As I write these words, huge debates about this very question are currently underway in the evangelical world.


Here’s good news. The very understanding that we have just explored about why God gave the Old Covenant laws—namely, to create a separated, healthy, thriving people who could carry the seed of the Redeemer in this fallen world until His time to come forth finally arrived—gives us the key to understanding how to relate to those laws under the New Covenant.


The New Testament is clear that our eternal salvation, our forgiveness, and our right standing with God are wholly and completely rooted in Jesus’ finished work on the cross. We are made righteous with His righteousness,10 which is a good thing because our own righteousness is utterly, pitifully inadequate.


It’s one thing to say that, under the New Covenant, keeping the Mosaic laws no longer has anything to do with our salvation and standing with God. (True.) But it’s another thing to claim that those laws no longer contain principles for living well, or for living the kind of life that pleases God. (False!)


Put another way, the Old Covenant laws, especially the Ten Commandments, still reflect God’s values, character, and wisdom for living. They are no longer “laws” to be kept, but they are still very much wisdom principles to be heeded. For example, the sixth commandment says, “You shall not murder.” Now ask yourself: Has God changed His attitude toward murder now that we’re in the New Covenant? Of course not. And ignoring that commandment will not lead to a good, happy life. And it certainly won’t result in a life that pleases and glorifies God. The same can be said of each of the other nine commandments. God made the laws in the Old Covenant precisely because He knew they would help Israel succeed. The wisdom those commandments contain didn’t evaporate the moment the New Covenant came. Wisdom is still wisdom—even if law keeping is no longer the pathway to a relationship with God.


For example, the law of Moses didn’t exist when God was creating the world, yet we find the principle of Sabbath conspicuously present in the Genesis account of creation. In fact, we just saw that Moses’ explanation of the fourth commandment pointed back to God’s seventh-day rest:




“For in six days, the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it.”11





God Himself rested on the seventh day. In other words, He modeled this principle from the beginning. It’s that important. Even so, many (perhaps most) believers assume that because the fourth commandment is in the Old Testament and part of the Mosaic law, that we can freely ignore it. But is that really the case?


I learned the hard way that there are benefits to observing the principles embedded in the Ten Commandments, and that there are consequences when we do not. Here’s a little exercise that should clarify why this is so: I’m going to list several of the other commandments that God gave the people of Israel through Moses. Read each one of the ten and ask yourself two questions: “Are there benefits to incorporating this command into my life?” and, “Are there negative consequences in life if I do not?”


The First Commandment: “You shall have no other gods before me.”


As a New Covenant Christian believer in Jesus Christ, are there benefits to not worshipping false gods? Are there negative consequences to living a lifestyle of idolatry? It is indeed possible for a believer to turn their wealth, achievement, status, or any number of other things into an idol. How do things tend to go in life for people who make an idol of anyone or anything? Not well in my experience.


How about the sixth commandment: “You shall not murder”? Again, ask yourself, are there benefits to obeying that commandment? I’m guessing I can put you down as a yes on that one. And are there negative consequences for ignoring it? I’m confident you will agree that there are.


We could run the same exercise with the commandments prohibiting adultery, stealing, lying, and coveting. In each case, nearly all rational Christians would agree that we’re better off following these commands from God as wisdom principles—even though they are embedded in the Old Testament. We believe they are fully relevant today, even though, as the Apostle Paul makes clear in the book of Galatians, we’re under grace rather than law as far as our standing with God is concerned.


We affirm these other commands without hesitation because we clearly understand that violating them will do harm to ourselves, others, our community, or all three. When you think about it, that’s actually the nature of all that God labels “sin.” Think about it. Everything the Word of God calls sin is really ultimately harmful to the person who commits it, to someone else, or to the fabric of society. In other words, our wise, loving God’s fences and “Keep Out” signs around certain things are entirely for our protection and the protection of those around us.


So why do we exempt the fourth commandment from this logic? Why do we New Testament Christians still heartily endorse the commandments against murder, adultery, and dishonoring parents, while feeling utterly free from embracing the wisdom of the commandment about resting one day out of seven?


It seems we often act as if we believe that we should keep nine out of the Ten Commandments. For some reason, the fourth is the only one that we think we can freely ignore without incurring negative consequences for ourselves and others. We say, “That’s legalism! That’s not for today.”


As I learned, the wisdom embedded in God’s fourth commandment is for today. That’s exactly the point the author of Hebrews was communicating when, on this side of the cross, he wrote: “Today, if you will hear His voice, do not harden your hearts.”12


I had to come to the realization that honoring the Sabbath is on the same list as not killing people. There is no logical or biblical reason to honor one and disregard the other.


Please understand, I’m a grace guy. I love the New Testament’s revelation of the grace of God as expressed through His sending of His Son. Jesus did what we could never do ourselves. He fulfilled all the requirements of the law on our behalf. He lived a life of perfect righteousness and then died in our place on the cross. The result is that those who say yes to His offer of eternal life receive His righteousness. As Paul wrote:




For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.13





This is such an important thing to understand! Our right standing with God is wholly and utterly based upon the reality that, as born-again believers, we stand in Jesus’ righteousness, not our own. Isaiah reminds us that our own best efforts at righteous living are as filthy, smelly rags14 in relation to the level of righteousness required to stand before a holy, perfect God. We have eternal life, acceptance, and connection to God solely because Jesus’ perfect righteousness has been both imputed and imparted to us.15


However, the very real truth that law keeping does not and cannot save us, does not negate the wisdom embedded in the Ten Commandments, or in other aspects of the Old Covenant system such as the principle of “firstfruits.” (I dealt with the powerful principle of firstfruits at length in my previous books, The Blessed Life and Beyond Blessed.)


The wisdom contained in the Old Testament laws didn’t suddenly stop being wisdom the weekend Jesus died on the cross and rose from the dead. In fact, the prophet Jeremiah got a prophetic glimpse of the New Covenant that Jesus would institute and wrote this:




“Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah… But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put My law in their minds, and write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people.”16 (emphasis added)





Over in the New Testament, Hebrews 10:16 quotes this prophecy and affirms that the Christian faith is indeed that New Covenant that Jeremiah foresaw. The miracle of the new birth does several extraordinary things inside each person who says yes to God’s gracious offer of salvation in His Son. It makes a formerly dead spirit alive with the life of God. It cleanses the conscience. It imparts a spirit of adoption by which the heart begins to recognize that God is a person’s loving Father. Yet it does something additional. Something very important. The new birth writes God’s law on our hearts.


You, the believer, no longer need to refer to tablets of stone. The things that please God are encoded right into your inner being. Those laws aren’t about trying to earn God’s love or favor. The Spirit of God didn’t write them on your heart so you could try to be “good” enough to merit some blessings from God. No, they are about living a life of maximum impact for God’s kingdom. A good life. A healthy life. A life that shines in a dark and hopeless world so others can be drawn to your light.


Rest Is a Step of Faith


As the author of Hebrews reminded us, honoring the principle of the Sabbath takes faith. It’s true. When I talk to Christians about unplugging for a full day each week, what I often see in their faces is fear and/or disbelief. I can almost see the thoughts racing through their minds: Are you kidding me? I can’t just do nothing for one day a week. I have too much to do. Too many people are depending on me. Everything will fall to pieces! I recognize that kind of thinking because I had those same thoughts.


This fear response is very similar to what I encounter in Christians when I present the biblical truth about tithing. Many see it in the Word of God but are frozen by thoughts like: I can’t afford to tithe. I’m barely making it as it is! If you’ve read my previous book, Beyond Blessed, or its predecessor, The Blessed Life, then you already know how I respond to those objections. I and millions of others have learned that I can live much better on 90 percent of my income that has God’s blessing on it, than on 100 percent with no blessing on it at all. Tithing requires faith in God’s power, ability, and faithfulness to respond with supernatural blessing to my willingness to put Him first in my finances. In the very same way, honoring the principle of the Sabbath requires faith in Him to do the same thing when I follow His principles with my time.


Whereas the promised land was an actual physical territory that God pledged to the people of Israel, our place of rest includes but transcends the physical. Yes, we are called to rest physically, but God also calls us to rest spiritually, emotionally, and mentally. Honoring the principle of the Sabbath reveals a deep level of trust in God—trust that He will empower us to accomplish all that He has called us to do in six days a week, because we’ve been obedient to be still for one.


Now, if the thought of taking a day off causes you more stress and worry, you’re missing the principle of rest. It’s not a law that you have to follow. It’s about coming to a place of faith and trust that God is our provider and we can live a lifestyle of rest! No worry, no anxiety, no fear, and no hurried schedules. Not just a day of rest, but an attitude of rest that permeates every day, every week, all year long!


The writer of Hebrews seems to acknowledge that this is not an easy thing to do. After pointing out that rest is a step of obedience through faith, he says we have to be intentional about resting. In the eleventh verse of chapter four he writes:




Let us therefore be diligent to enter that rest, lest anyone fall according to the same example of disobedience.





The Amplified Bible nicely unpacks the meaning of this exhortation:




Let us therefore be zealous and exert ourselves and strive diligently to enter that rest [of God, to know and experience it for ourselves], that no one may fall or perish by the same kind of unbelief and disobedience [into which those in the wilderness fell].17





Why is diligence required to enter into the true Sabbath rest that is so important to God? Because the enemy of your soul and everything in our fallen, natural world is trying to keep you from entering that rest. And if they fail, they will try to pull you out of that position of rest if they can. My near collapse offers a clear illustration of why this is so. Exhaustion came close to destroying everything God wanted to accomplish through me in the years ahead.


God knew the Israelites couldn’t carry out their vital part in His plan of redemption if they didn’t observe the principle of rest. He likewise knows you and I can’t carry out our roles in his plan for our generation if we ignore that principle today.


As a people, we are paying a steep price for violating God’s principle of rest. Not only is it taking a toll on our minds and bodies, it’s damaging our marriages, our families, our careers, and most tragically, our witness to a lost and dying world. (I’ll say more about this in Chapter Eight.)


For many years, I didn’t understand the value of resting deeply with God and in obedience to His wisdom. But that’s not because the Lord didn’t try to get through to me. I vividly remember one particular instance from long before I founded Gateway Church. At the time, I was on the pastoral staff of another church.


One day I called a pastor friend of mine to schedule a lunch with him. We both had our calendars out and I said, “What do you have scheduled for next Thursday?”


Him: “Nothing.”


Me: “Great!” I replied, “Let’s do lunch next Thursday.”


Him: “No. Sorry. I can’t do Thursday.”


Me (confused): “Oh, so you do have something on Thursday then?”


Him: “No. I’m doing absolutely nothing on Thursday.”


Me (exasperated): “Okay, let’s grab lunch then!”


Him: “Robert, you don’t understand. I’m looking at my schedule and I have written ‘Nothing’ on the entire day of Thursday. Next Thursday I am deliberately, intentionally scheduled to do nothing. And nothing is precisely what I plan to do.”


Eventually we found a mutually agreeable day to connect. That gave him an opportunity to explain further over lunch. He said, “Robert, as you know, I came very close to dying a few years ago. While I was on my back in the hospital, I had lots of time to talk to God. I remember saying, ‘Lord, I’m your servant. I try to serve you. I’m trying my hardest to do what you’ve called me to do. I don’t understand why I’m so sick!’ Then the Lord gently but firmly replied to me, ‘Son, you’ve been violating My principles. You violate the Sabbath. You’re constantly going and doing. You don’t rest one day a week. That’s the reason for your health problems. I didn’t bring this on you. You brought it on yourself.’ Then and there I decided to begin resting one day a week.”


Of course, my pastor friend made a full recovery and was stronger and healthier than ever. Over lunch he said, “Now I deliberately schedule time to do nothing one day each week. I’ve learned that if I don’t schedule it, it won’t happen.”


The Lord tried to help me through my friend that day, but I didn’t get the message. All those years ago He was giving me a glimpse of where I would end up if I didn’t take hold of the principle my friend was proclaiming to me. It was as if He was lovingly saying, “I have important things for you to do down the road, Robert. Things you can’t even imagine right now. But if you don’t learn to honor this principle, the day will come when you no longer have a choice but to stop and rest. You can’t break my principles. You can only break yourself upon them.”


Of course, you already know the punch line to this story. I didn’t heed that warning. And eventually, years later, I hit the wall. As I’ve said, entering a lifestyle of rest is a step of faith. Once I got that revelation and took that step, I got serious about the principle of rest. It may take a while for God to get something through my head, but once He does, I grab hold and don’t let go.


Rest: Better Late Than Never


As the founding pastor of a church in hyper-growth mode, I knew I needed to make some significant adjustments in my work life if I was going to truly incorporate the fourth commandment’s wisdom into my life. As a church, we had already begun having multiple services each day on both Saturday and Sunday. The weekends were my busiest, most physically, emotionally, and spiritually taxing days of the week. And the weekdays tended to be filled to overflowing with meetings, ministry travel, working breakfasts, working lunches, and sermon preparation.


For the tribes of Israel, Saturday was their only option for a day of rest. God had very explicitly commanded that the seventh day of the week be set aside for rest because He rested from His creative labors after the sixth day. There are some Christian streams and denominations today that contend that Saturday is the only day of rest that is acceptable to God. For example, the Seventh-day Adventist denomination felt so strongly about it, they put it right there in their name! Now, I’ve met many sweet Seventh-day Adventist folks through the years, but this view can cross the line into legalism.


Please remember, in the New Covenant we’re not attempting to keep the letter of the law. That’s impossible anyway.18 We’re honoring the eternal principles contained in God’s commandments while continuing to stand in Jesus’ finished work on the cross for our righteousness and right standing with God. The Pharisees harshly criticized Jesus for healing on the Sabbath. They’d lost sight of the spirit of the law and were hung up on being sticklers about the letter of the law.


The principle of the Sabbath is to set aside and protect one day out of seven and devote it to rest and fellowship with God. In this New Covenant era, it isn’t essential that this special day be Saturday. That’s good news for pastors who preach on Saturday, and others whose professions require them to work on Saturday. Another day will do just fine.


Decades ahead of me, my pastor friend had discovered a major key to not only surviving but actually thriving. The principle is simply that one day in seven is to be set aside and fiercely protected. It doesn’t matter what day of the week that is. I picked Monday as my weekly Sabbath. However, once I embraced that principle and began to institute it, I quickly discovered that the entire world was constantly conspiring to pull me off of that stand. I learned I frequently had to be firm and occasionally downright ruthless in protecting that day against invitations and intrusions. Most of these came from good people with the best of intentions.


I learned to be very clear with our church staff, my friends, and my colleagues around the country. At first, I called my new scheduled-to-do-nothing day “my day off” but I found that term didn’t convey the importance and holiness of what that day meant to me and to the God I serve. I would get an invitation to go do something on a Monday and would reply, “I’m sorry, I can’t do that. Monday is my day off.” To the hearer, it just sounded like I was being selfish and lazy. I eventually learned to say, “I’m sorry. Monday is my Sabbath day. It’s holy to the Lord. I’m committed before God to honor that principle in my life. Is there another day we could do that?”
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