
Colleyville Presbyterian Church 
Ten Commandments: Week 5 - The Fourth Commandment 

Three initial observations about the fourth commandment: 
• Of the Ten Commandments, the fourth is the only one which is considered by many Christians to 

be either fully or partially fulfilled (and therefore abrogated) in the New Covenant. 
• Of the Ten Commandments, the fourth is the one where Christians are apt to take the greatest care 

not to be too scrupulous in their obedience lest they be legalistic, or Pharisaical. 
• Of the Ten Commandments, the fourth is the one where Christians arguably differ the most with 

respect to its observance. 

Class Outline: 
1. The text of the fourth commandment (as found in both Exodus and Deuteronomy) 
2. The Westminster Larger Catechism questions and answers relating to the fourth commandment 
3. The basis/origin and perpetuity of the fourth commandment (WLC 120, 116; John Murray) 
4. Pharisaism or Libertinism? (John Murray) 
5. How is the Lord’s Day to be sanctified? (WLC 117; R. C. Sproul, John Murray) 
6. Should government assist in sanctifying the Lord’s Day? (WLC 118; Abraham Kuyper) - if time 

allows 

1. The text of the fourth commandment 

Exodus 20:8-11:  8 Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor, and do all 
your work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, 
you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the 
sojourner who is within your gates. 11 For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all 
that is in them, and rested on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it 
holy. 

Deuteronomy 5:12-15:  12 Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded 
you. 13 Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 14 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord 
your God. On 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 livestock, or the sojourner who is within 
your gates, 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 from there 
with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the 
Sabbath day. 

A few observations from the Scripture text itself: 
• There are differences between Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 with respect to the fourth 

commandment 
• We are called to remember the Sabbath day 
• While the fourth commandment is obviously a command to rest on one day, it is also a command to 

labor on six 
• There is no elaboration of the Sabbath (rest) commanded other than its being to the Lord and 

contrasted with labor/work  
• Nowhere is assembling for the worship of God explicitly mentioned in the fourth commandment 



2. Westminster Larger Catechism 

WLC Q. 116. What is required in the fourth commandment? 
A. The fourth commandment requireth of all men the sanctifying or keeping holy to God such set times 
as he hath appointed in his Word, expressly one whole day in seven; which was the seventh from the 
beginning of the world to the resurrection of Christ, and the first day of the week ever since, and so to 
continue to the end of the world; which is the Christian sabbath, and in the New Testament called the 
Lord’s Day. 

WLC Q. 117. How is the Sabbath or the Lord’s Day to be sanctified? 
A. The Sabbath or Lord’s Day is to be sanctified by an holy resting all the day, not only from such works 
as are at all times sinful, but even from such worldly employments and recreations as are on other days 
lawful; and making it our delight to spend the whole time (except so much of it as is to be taken up in 
works of necessity and mercy) in the public and private exercises of God’s worship: and, to that end, we 
are to prepare our hearts, and with such foresight, diligence, and moderation, to dispose and seasonably 
dispatch our worldly business, that we may be the more free and fit for the duties of that day. 

WLC Q. 118. Why is the charge of keeping the Sabbath more specially directed to governors of 
families, and other superiors? 
A. The charge of keeping the Sabbath is more specially directed to governors of families, and other 
superiors, because they are bound not only to keep it themselves, but to see that it be observed by all 
those that are under their charge; and because they are prone ofttimes to hinder them by employments of 
their own. 

WLQ. 119. What are the sins forbidden in the fourth commandment? 
A. The sins forbidden in the fourth commandment are, all omissions of the duties required, all careless, 
negligent, and unprofitable performing of them, and being weary of them; all profaning the day by 
idleness, and doing that which is in itself sinful; and by all needless works, words, and thoughts, about 
our worldly employments and recreations. 

Q. 120. What are the reasons annexed to the fourth commandment, the more to enforce it? 
A. The reasons annexed to the fourth commandment, the more to enforce it, are taken from the equity of 
it, God allowing us six days of seven for our own affairs, and reserving but one for himself, in these 
words, Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work: from God’s challenging a special propriety in 
that day, The seventh day is the sabbath of the LORD thy God: from the example of God, who in six 
days ... made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: and from that 
blessing which God put upon that day, not only in sanctifying it to be a day for his service, but in 
ordaining it to be a means of blessing to us in our sanctifying it; Wherefore the LORD blessed the 
sabbath day, and hallowed it. 

Q. 121. Why is the word Remember set in the beginning of the fourth commandment? 
A. The word Remember is set in the beginning of the fourth commandment, partly, because of the great 
benefit of remembering it, we being thereby helped in our preparation to keep it, and, in keeping it, 
better to keep all the rest of the commandments, and to continue a thankful remembrance of the two 
great benefits of creation and redemption, which contain a short abridgment of religion; and partly, 
because we are very ready to forget it, for that there is less light of nature for it, and yet it restraineth our 



natural liberty in things at other times lawful; that it cometh but once in seven days, and many worldly 
businesses come between, and too often take off our minds from thinking of it, either to prepare for it, or 
to sanctify it; and that Satan with his instruments much labor to blot out the glory, and even the memory 
of it, to bring in all irreligion and impiety. 

3. The basis/origin and perpetuity of the fourth commandment 

John Murray: “The argument for the perpetuity of the Sabbath rest stands or falls with the question of 
divine institution and obligation.  Whatever expediency [that which is advantageous or convenient] 
might dictate, it can never carry the sanction of law and it cannot bind the conscience of men.  There is 
no law of expediency; it changes with circumstances.  And what changes with circumstance is not 
universal and perpetual law.  The recognition of this is necessary not only to guard law; it is also 
necessary to guard liberty.  If we once allow expediency to dictate law then we are on the road to 
tyranny, and conscience is no longer captive to the law of God but to the variable fancies of men.” JM 

4. Pharisaism or Libertinism? 

John Murray: “It is true that we must guard against the encroachments which proceed from Pharisaical 
imposition.  This is self-righteousness and will-worship.  It completely frustrates the divine design.  The 
Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath.  When we encumber the institutions of God 
with accretions [additions] of our own invention we not only pervert His law but we impugn [challenge] 
His wisdom and usurp His authority.  We make ourselves lawgivers and forget that there is only one 
lawgiver.  Not only the wisdom but the holiness of God is reflected in what He has not required as well 
as in what He does demand.  If we add to His law then we suppose ourselves to be better and wiser than 
God.  And that is the essence of impiety and lawlessness.  We must not, however, fall into …libertinism 
because we want to avoid …Pharisaism.  The opponents of Sabbath observance and of its 
complementary restrictions like to peddle the charge of Pharisaism when efforts are made to preserve the 
Sabbath from desecration and to maintain its sanctity.  We should not be disturbed by this type of 
vilification.  Why should insistence upon Sabbath observance be Pharisaical or legalistic?  The question 
is: is it a divine ordinance?  If it is, then adherence to it is not legalistic any more than adherence to the 
other commandments of God.  Are we to be charged with legalism if we are meticulously honest?  If we 
are jealous not to deprive our neighbor unjustly of one penny which is his and are therefore meticulous 
in the details of money transactions, are we necessarily legalistic?  …Are we to be charged with 
legalism if we are scrupulously chaste and condemn the very suggestions or gestures of lewdness?  How 
distorted our conception of the Christian ethic and of the demands of holiness has become if we 
associate concern for the details of integrity with Pharisaism and legalism.  …Why then should 
insistence upon Sabbath observance be legalism and Pharisaism?  This charge can appear plausible only 
because our consciences have become insensitive to the demands of the sanctity which the ordinance 
entails.  The charge really springs from failure to understand what the liberty of the Christian man is. 
 The law of God is the royal law of liberty and liberty consists in being captive to the Word and law of 
God.  All other liberty is not liberty but the thralldom of servitude to sin.” JM 



5. How is the Lord’s Day to be sanctified? 

Isaiah 58:13, 14:  13 If you turn away your foot from the Sabbath, from doing your pleasure on My holy 
day, and call the Sabbath a delight, the holy day of the Lord honorable, and shall honor Him, not doing 
your own ways, nor finding your own pleasure, nor speaking your own words, 14 then you shall delight 
yourself in the Lord; and I will cause you to ride on the high hills of the earth, and feed you with the 
heritage of Jacob your father. The mouth of the Lord has spoken. 

“The Puritans inferred from the word ‘pleasure’ in this passage that any kind of recreation was 
prohibited, because recreation is an indulgence in pleasure.  This would indicate that the prophet Isaiah, 
as an agent of revelation, added a new restriction to the Sabbath day that was not earlier set forth in the 
law of the Old Testament for regulating the Sabbath day.  If God wanted to add a new stipulation to the 
law given through Moses, it would have been His prerogative to do so, and He could have done so 
through the mouth of the prophet Isaiah.  However, the Old Testament prophets functioned more broadly 
as the reformers of Israel, not as lawgivers.  From a covenant perspective, their chief function was that 
of prosecuting attorney.  …The prophets called the people back to the original terms of their covenant 
with God.  The function of the prophets wasn’t to add new burdens, but to call the people back to the 
original terms.  That is why it is unlikely that Isaiah was adding new regulations regarding the 
celebration of the Sabbath day. 

The Puritans misunderstood the word ‘pleasure.’  The Israelites knew God’s law, but were violating it 
commercially.  They didn’t want to lose their profits by closing their businesses on the seventh day, or 
giving their fields a rest every seven years, or giving their domestic animals and servants one day off in 
seven.  Their ‘pleasure’ was what pleased them: to continue doing business on the Sabbath day.  God 
said, ‘If you turn from your pleasure and do what I command you and honor Me, then I will open up 
heaven and bless you.’  The rebuke of the prophet was, ‘You people are doing what you please and what 
you want to do on the Sabbath day, instead of what I want you to do.’  It really had nothing to do with 
recreation; it had to do chiefly with commerce.” RCS 

John Murray: “There are two elements in the word ‘sanctify.’  It means, first of all, to set apart.  If set 
apart it is distinguished from something else.  …The Sabbath day is different from every other day and 
to obliterate this distinction either in thought or practice is to destroy what is of the essence of the 
institution.  The recognition of distinction is indispensable to observance.  Too frequently among 
Christians, refraining from certain practices is merely a matter of custom.  There is perchance adherence 
to honored tradition, but it is the shell without the kernel.  Truly, they do not do certain things but this 
abstinence does not spring from a well-grounded sense of sanctity.  And the consequence is that when 
solicitation or temptation to deviate from custom confronts them there is no recoil dictated by principle – 
they are victims of circumstance.  It needs to be underlined that Sabbath observance soon becomes 
obsolete if it does not spring from the sense of sanctity generated and nourished in us by the recognition 
that God has set apart one day in seven.  …The second element in sanctity is that the difference which 
God has ordained is a difference of a specific kind.  The Sabbath is set apart to the Lord – ‘the seventh 
day is the Sabbath of the Lord thy God’ (Exod. 20:10).  It is ‘a Sabbath of rest to the Lord’ (Exod. 35:2). 
…our rest of the Sabbath is not one of inaction, of idleness, far less of sloth.  It is the rest of another kind 
of activity.  It is indeed rest from the ordinary employments of the other six days.  There is cessation 
from that activity and the labor it entails.  But it is also rest to or rest in; it is rest to and rest in the Lord. 
 That must mean the rest of activity in the specific worship of the Lord our God.  There is release from 
the labors of the six days but it is also release to the contemplation of the glory of God.” JM 



6. Should government assist in sanctifying the Lord’s Day? 

Abraham Kuyper: Our Program - his commentary on the articles of the Anti-Revolutionary Party 
platform [Kuyper (1837-1920) was Prime Minister of the Netherlands between 1901 and 1905, and 
founded the Free University of Amsterdam] 

• “Government, acting as a servant of God, must place itself on the standpoint of the law and so must 
uphold the authority of the law on the strength of its mandate to rule by the grace of God according to 
the guidelines of the universal moral law and with obligations to revealed truth only insofar as the 
people in government affirm it in their own conscience.” AK 

• “The law is the ‘schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ’ [Gal. 3:24] and only if government vigorously 
sticks to the standpoint of the law are the souls of people overcome by that wholesome fear that in the 
end makes them bend to the fullness of the Sinaitic commandments and moves them to that 
awareness of sin and misery from which they will cry out for deliverance.  It follows that the church 
is enabled to fulfill her grand task far more through this particular government task than through any 
privileges that the government might want to bestow on her.  If government takes care that the respect 
for the law revives in the land and that an awareness of an all-controlling sacred Right can take root 
again in the conscience of the people - then, but then most certainly, people will be open to the fear of 
the Lord, and abandoning all false piety and minimal virtue, will allow those other and higher 
aspirations of the heart to surface, aspirations that are attuned to the gospel and cause people to thirst 
after reconciliation.” AK 

• “…we base official Sunday observance on these three grounds only: (1) the natural knowledge of 
God; (2) the history of a Christian nation [‘a nation not without God’]; and (3) the influence of the 
Word of God, including the Ten Commandments, on the conscience of the people in government.  It 
is important to emphasize, therefore, that by hallowing Sunday the state first of all performs an act of 
reverence toward the living God, and only thereafter acts in the interest of the people.” AK 
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