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Discussion Guide
The ResT of God
ConneCTinG: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•   in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

GeTTinG sTaRTed: 
10 minutes

• if you had freedom and permission to “rest,” what 
would you do?    

divinG inTo The TexT:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, talk about the biblical practice 
of sabbath. 

• read Jeremiah 17.19-27 out loud. pause. read 
the text once more.  

• what instructions does god give concerning 
sabbath? what reasons does he provide for 

keeping sabbath? seek to find as many in the text 
as possible.  

• would you say that christians regularly honor 
the practice of sabbath? why might this be the 
case?  

• do you find it easy or difficult to practice 
sabbath? could you elaborate?  

• in what ways, if any, do god’s instructions and 
reasons regarding sabbath-keeping address your 
own practice of sabbath-keeping?  

• what might it look like for you to practice 
sabbath? do you feel this practice would be 
practical in your situation? could you elaborate?  

• what might need be in place for you to practice 
sabbath with any regularity?  

• consider closing your time as a group in prayer, 
asking god to open your minds and hearts to 
what he wishes to say about sabbath-keeping.  

ConTexT and BaCkGRound
God’s 10 Words

the decalogue (10 commandments) forms a central 
part in outlining the covenant relationship between 
god and his people. the decalogue is recorded twice in 
scripture (exodus 20.1-17; deuteronomy 5.6-21). 
it is the only portion of the torah which was spoken 
directly by god to the people of israel (exodus 20.1) 
and the only portion of the torah directly written 
by the hand of god (exodus 31.18). the incredible 
importance of the decalogue to the Jewish people is 
underscored by the fact that this portion of the torah 



is the only portion included in the Ark of the 
Covenant (Exodus 25.16). 
While modern readers often refer to the 
Decalogue as commandments, they are 
nowhere called laws or commandments 
in Scripture. Rather, they are referred to as 
the words of God to his people. However, 
it is hard to express their importance in 
modern terms apart from the concept of Law. 
Perhaps the easiest way to describe the role 
of the Decalogue is in terms of the American 
Constitution. The Constitution provides an 
overarching framework within which all other 
laws must fit. In the same way, the Decalogue 
provides a framework for the Law of Moses. 
It reminds the Israelites of the horizontal and 
vertical dimensions of life as well as providing 
a general trajectory for how one is to relate to 
God and people on these dimensions.  
Unlike modern Western Law, the Decalogue, 
and the Torah as a whole, are written from a 
paradigmatic vantage point. Western Law is 
typically written from the vantage point of 
providing an exhaustive account of behaviors 
which are permitted and prohibited. This 
approach accounts for the many thousands 
of laws which exist and for the constant 
adding to the law code because any behavior 
not found in the code is “permissible” by 
definition, something referred to as a 
loophole in the law. Ancient law codes, 
include the Torah, made no attempt to provide 
an exhaustive accounting of permitted and 
prohibited behaviors. Instead, the Decalogue, 
and the Torah as a whole, outline models of 
permitted and prohibited behaviors. It was 
therefore left up to the Israelites to determine 
the principles undergirding the Law so they 
might extrapolate to everyday situations. 
It was in the discovering of these principles 
that the Israelite not only discovered the basic 
framework for life but touched upon the basic 
nature of God’s own character, the foundation 
of the Law itself.  

The TexT

exodus 20.8-11: Live With a stoppinG day 
The fourth of God’s 10 words to the Israelite 
people outlining the covenant life he desired 
for them described a day of stopping as part 
of the weekly rhythm by which one lived. This 
command begins with the instruction to have 
a distinct (holy) Sabbath day. In the language 
of the Old Testament, Sabbath means to stop 
or cease. This day of stopping was not a day of 
complete cessation from activity. Such activity 
as tending a fire, cooking a meal, or the like was 
necessary in the ancient agrarian world. Instead, 
the stopping God intended was a cessation from 
production, a stopping of activity associated 
with what we might call “work.”  
In this command, God is clear that he intended 
this day of stopping to be enjoyed by all within 
the Israelite society. The Israelites were not 
allowed to pass the process of production off 
on slaves, animals, or even foreigners in their 
midst.  
According to God, the reasoning behind 
honoring a day of stopping lay in how God had 
created the world. In creation, God had worked/
produced for 6 days and then had stopped 
working so he might enjoy what he had created. 
God intended that his creation enjoy this same 
6-to-1 rhythm of production and stoppage. It 
is almost as if in his act of creating, God “hard-
wired” this rhythm into creation. Therefore, he 
instructed his people to live by this rhythm.  

exodus 31.12-13: God’s peopLe stop 
As God moved to conclude his instructions to 
Moses concerning how he desired his people 
to live (Exodus 21.1-31.18), he returned to the 
issue of Sabbath. According to God, the keeping 
of the Sabbath was to serve as a sign, one which 
marked off the Israelites as the people of God. 
In keeping the Sabbath, the Israelites were 
providing a sign to future generations and other 
cultures that they had chosen to honor the Lord.



JeRemiah 17.19-27: What can happen When you stop

In this passage, Jeremiah records a prophecy 
which God instructed him to speak to the 
people of Jerusalem. This prophecy was to be 
spoken at the gates of Jerusalem, the points 
through which the people entered the city. The 
prophecy he was to speak concerned honoring 
the Sabbath. Jeremiah was to encourage the 
people to stop carrying loads through the 
gates on Sabbath days. What seems to be 
implied is that the Jerusalem market was 
open on the Sabbath day. Therefore, people 
from the surrounding environs were carrying 
their wares into the city to sell them, even on 
the Sabbath. Thus, this prophecy is less about 
carrying a load and more about stopping 
activity associated with production which is 
the primary purpose of the Sabbath command 
(Exodus 20.8-11).  
Jeremiah notes that previous generations 
had refused to honor the Sabbath in-spite 
of God’s calls to do otherwise, including his 
calls which involved discipline. However, 
God calls once more to his people through 
Jeremiah, encouraging them to honor the 
rhythm of Sabbath. God provides two reasons 
for honoring this rhythm. First, if the people 
of Jerusalem would honor this rhythm, they 
would find their lives and city made secure. 
With the growing specter of Babylon on 
the horizon, the promise of security was 
important. It implied a good life. Second, 
and more importantly, God promised the 
experience of pilgrimage. Jeremiah speaks 
of kings and princes entering the city on 
chariots, followed by the people of Jerusalem 
who are in turn followed by the rest of Israel, 
a procession winding its way to the Temple 
itself for worship. This image is important 
because it speaks not just of a religious 
awakening among the Jewish people but of a 
general experience of God not unlike that of 
a religious festival. Somehow, in the honoring 
of Sabbath, God promised the people of 
Judah they would experience his presence 
in a special way, a way that was unique not 
unlike during a religious festival. However, 

what seems to be promised is an experience 
with God which is greater than any festival but 
a new experience of God which becomes a way 
of life for the people of Judah. However, should 
the people refuse, God notes he will allow them 
to experience his wrath.

Real life wiTh Blake:
Sabbath. When I grew up, Sabbath was Sunday, 
and it meant that I had to take a nap and you 
couldn’t buy gas, beer, or do anything fun 
like go to the movies. In the mind of a child, 
Sabbath day was “Boring Day.” Fast-forward 
four decades and the various “Blue Laws” 
associated with Sabbath keeping have been 
repealed, but the idea of Sabbath as a complete 
stopping of anything fun has stuck around, at 
least in my mind. When I think Sabbath, I think 
of a day where I am not allowed to do anything. 
Honestly, I am not a person who doesn’t like to 
do anything. Every now and again I need a day 
to veg-out, but if you make me lay on the couch 
more than a time or two, I am going to go crazy. 
When you add this way of thinking to the reality 
that my Sundays are packed with activity, the 
whole idea of Sabbath-keeping goes out the 
window, and I am not all that sad about it. 
Remember, I never really liked sitting around 
anyway.  
There is just one problem with this whole 
scenario. God commands that we (that includes 
me!) keep the Sabbath. In fact, there is no 
wiggle room in what God says. God’s people 
keep the Sabbath or they are not God’s people 
(Exodus 31.12-13). Not a lot of room to bend 
that to my liking. So how do you keep the 
Sabbath, if life is such that you can’t (or don’t 
want!) to keep it?  
I am convinced that this is the question most 
serious people of God ask themselves at one 
time or another, but we try to push it to the 
fringes of our minds so we don’t think about it 
again, at least not for a while. But Sabbath is 
serious business to God. So, I think we should 
take some time to figure it out. The first step 
in this journey for me was when I realized that 



Real life wiTh You:
Sabbath is a dirty word for some people of God. 
Sabbath stands for something impossible God 
demands of us. At least it can feel that way. For 
many of us, Sabbath is the day God wants us to 
sleep late and then move to the couch for the 
rest of the day. It isn’t simply that this doesn’t 
seem possible in our fast-paced lives. Many of 
us would describe this kind of day as the worst 
day of our lives. Sabbath feels like punishment. 
This is because we don’t understand Sabbath. 
Sabbath isn’t about laying on the couch unless 
laying on the couch is something you enjoy. 
Sabbath is about stopping from the things we 
have to do so we can engage with the life-
giving things we want to do, things which are 
of no benefit to what we need in life. While 
this can sound more enticing, it also feels just 
out of reach. Who has time for this? However, 
when we recognize what Sabbath is about the 
question might better be phrased “Who doesn’t 
have time for that?” You see, Sabbath is not 
just about getting a break. It is about creating 
space in our lives for us to “get God” in a way 
we cannot otherwise experience him. Thus, the 
question we should probably associate with 
Sabbath is “Do we want God?” What do we 
want? Perhaps this is a question with which we 
could wrestle this week. What do we want in 
life? Many of us have never really pondered this 
question even though we have answered it. Our 
lives tell the story of what we want, but is this 
what we really want? This week spend some 
time pondering what you want most in life. 
When you come to your answer, take some time 
to ponder what a life spent in pursuit of this 
thing might look like. Consider how Sabbath, 
might or might not be part of this pursuit. Take 
some time and ponder these things with God, 
giving him space to speak into your life. 
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the Sabbath wasn’t Sunday or even Saturday! 
Sabbath is nothing other than a stopping 
day, and that can be any day. This means my 
Sabbath can be Monday or Friday or any day. 
That helps a great deal because now I can think 
of Sabbath-keeping on days I am not working 
like a madman. This, however, proves harder 
than it sounds. I happen to work like a madman 
most days. This is where I find myself needing to 
take the next step. I know what the step looks 
like. I just am struggling to take it. To take this 
step I have to stop working. Sabbath doesn’t 
mean I do nothing. Sabbath is not laying on 
the couch unless you are into that kind of thing. 
Sabbath is about stopping from what you or I 
do to make a living or make living possible. It is 
stopping from the things we “have” to do. This 
means we are free to “work” with things we 
enjoy doing, things which are more life-giving 
than work. So, if gardening gives you life, and 
you don’t have to do it, do it as Sabbath.  
Herein lies the problem for me. I find ways to 
do what I have to do every day. This problem is 
exacerbated with technology that leaves email 
and the Internet at my fingertips, but even if I 
stay off these, I can find myself shopping and 
cleaning and the like on my Sabbath day. I 
hate (I use the word purposefully) cleaning 
and shopping. Sabbath-keeping, for me, is in 
putting these down to go for a run or on my bad 
days a walk with my stick. It is heading into the 
woods or maybe mowing the lawn. However, 
I can’t seem to give myself permission to do 
this. I suppose there are a number of reasons, 
but right up at the top is I feel other things 
are more pressing, offer more pay out than 
Sabbath keeping. I am beginning to wonder if 
this is the case. Certainly, I get things done, but 
Sabbath isn’t about getting things done. I am 
learning that Sabbath is about getting God. So, 
as I ponder taking another Sabbath step, the 
question for me is becoming whether I want 
God or getting things done.  


