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           One of the most important lessons one learns in seminary is that to fully 

and accurately understand any biblical passage, we first must understand its 

historical context. The German theologians called this the “sitz en leben,” the 

situation in which the passage occurred or was written. This is tough for us 

modern American readers to do, as we tend to think of the scriptures as being 

written for us, as being immediately applicable to our lives and our situation. So 

we tend to rush straight to “What does this passage say to us?” without first 

thinking about what the passage said to its original hearers. 

 While it is true that God’s living Word does speak to us and apply to our 

situation, the way we understand a passage will deepen incredibly if we take the 

time first to examine its original historical context. This principle is particularly 

true of the 4th commandment – the Sabbath command to rest and to cease from 

all labors one day out of every six. We read and encounter this commandment as 

if it simply appeared out of thin air, dropping down to us in 2020 from on high. 

But that is not how nor when it happened. We need to go back in time and 

remind ourselves of what was going on in the Hebrew people’s lives BEFORE God 

met Moses on Mt. Sinai. 

 Exodus 5 is the best place for us to go, in order to get a glimpse of the 

people’s lives prior to the arrival of the 10 Commandments. Exodus 5 takes us 

right into the center of Pharaoh’s work-driven, slave-powered economy. And 

remember – this story from Exodus 5 pre-dates the delivery of the 10 

commandments! As this chapter opens, Moses and Aaron try to approach 

Pharaoh with a message from Yahweh, a simple request to let the people have a 

couple days to go into the wilderness to offer sacrifices to Yahweh but Pharaoh 

refuses. It’s important for us to notice both why he refused and how he refused. 

First, Pharaoh says, “Why are you taking the people away from their labor? Get 

back to work!” He then reiterates this perspective, saying, “Look, the people of 

my land are now numerous, and you are stopping them from working!” 

 Can you hear what Pharaoh’s chief concern is? Production…Work… Making 

the maximum number of bricks. He cares nothing for the Hebrew people. They 

are nothing to him but workers, producers, slaves. Moses and Aaron’s request for 



a couple days off offends Pharaoh and is an afront to his values, not to mention 

his authority. Remember, Pharaoh is the “king” at this point. He has positioned 

himself as their god, and yes, Pharaohs were considered gods by the Egyptian 

people back and then. We can see this particular Pharaoh making himself not only 

equal to but superior to Yahweh when we compare verse 1 of chapter 5 with 

verse 10 of the same chapter. Moses and Aaron begin their plea saying, “This is 

what the Lord, the God of Israel says…” as they ask for the days off. Then in verse 

10, Pharaoh’s minions say, almost in a mocking tone, “This is what Pharaoh says…I 

will not give you any more straw. Go and get your straw wherever you can find it, 

but your work will not be reduced at all.” Pharaoh not only refuses to give the 

Hebrew people any time off; he also puts himself and his words above the words 

of Yahweh. 

 So here is Pharaoh, ruling over the exiled, captive people of Yahweh. 

Pharaoh is, quite literally, a slave driver. He believes in all work and no rest; all 

production and no reflection. He rules with an iron fist and through fear, thus his 

response to Moses and Aaron’s request is to punish the people with even more 

work. He takes away from them the means of production, the raw materials they 

need, and then says, “Oh, by the way, I’m expecting the same amount of bricks 

per day, despite taking away your straw.” In verse 17, Pharaoh says, “Lazy, that’s 

what you are – lazy! That is why you keep asking to go and sacrifice to your Lord. 

Now get back to work!” 

         This is the context, the “sitz en leben,” into which God offers the 10 

commandments in general and the Sabbath commandment in particular. Let’s 

give it a fresh listen, trying our best to hear it as the Hebrew people would have 

heard it, coming out of the Egyptian captivity, coming out from under 400 years of 

Pharaoh’s relentless slave-driving and abuse of power. Ready…? 

         “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy and set apart. Six days only 

shall you labor and do all your work; but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord 

your God. On that day, you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or 

daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien 

within your gates. For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the 

sea and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord 

blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.” (Deep, sighing exhale…) 

          So, Hebrews, how are you liking this “Yahweh” now? How does this Sabbath 

command feel to you? If we take Exodus 5 – the daily reality under Pharaoh’s 



leadership – and then place it directly alongside Exodus 20 – where Yahweh 

begins his leadership of the Hebrew people - what we have here is a tale of two 

systems…two radically different ways of approaching life…2 radically different 

ways of leading others. Pharaoh’s way, as seen in Exodus 5, is production based, 

focusing totally on the production of commodities: production above all else, no 

matter what the cost. Yahweh’s system is based on completely different values – 

values like balancing work with rest, balancing production with restoration, 

balancing sales with relationships. And we must notice that while Pharaoh used 

an abusive, outrageous work environment to divide his enslaved population from 

one another, turning the Hebrews against Moses and Aaron, Yahweh sought to 

establish a humane work environment AND THEN make sure that that balanced, 

restorative environment spread to everyone – not just those at the top of the 

production pyramid. In Yahweh’s system, not only are the landowners to set one 

day apart for their own rest, but landowners are made responsible to see to it 

that everyone else in their care and employ gets a full day of rest as well. That’s 

why God says, “On the Sabbath you shall not do any work, neither you nor your 

son or daughter, nor your manservant nor maidservant, nor your animals, nor the 

foreigner within your gates…” and the list goes on and on.  

         When Moses receives and then delivers the 10 Commandments to the 

Hebrew people, fresh off their captivity at the hands of Pharaoh, Moses and the 

Hebrews have a choice to make. Which system do they want for their future – 

Pharaoh’s or Yahweh’s? By which set of principles do the Hebrews want to govern 

that Promised Land that they’re heading toward? To which God/god do they want 

to bow down: to the restless and anxious Pharaoh or to the loving and restoring 

Yahweh? 

         I don’t know about you, but it seems to me that we are confronted with 

much the same decision today. American culture has chosen to worship Pharaoh. 

Our nation has opted for Pharaoh’s system of constant work, constant 

productivity, restless anxiety, and no regard for rest or balance in our lives. Did 

you know that the US is the only country in the Americas with no law placing a 

maximum on work hours. We’re one of the only industrialized, developed nations 

in the world without a mandated family leave policy. More than 85% of our men 

and over 67% of our women work more than 40-hour weeks. We have made 

work, production, and economic growth our gods in this country…Pharaoh would 

be so proud of us. 



        But here we are in Advent, the season of our savior’s birth. Jesus lived his life 

choosing his Father’s Sabbath-based system over Pharaoh’s. Jesus worked hard 

throughout his life, but he always made sure that he and his followers had a day 

of rest. He was the one who said, “Come away with me for a while and get some 

rest. Come to me all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 

Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble, and in me 

you will find rest for your souls.” 

        If Jesus looked down upon America during Advent of 2020 and decided to 

preach us a sermon, I think he might preach on the Sabbath, drawing heavily from 

Matthew 6… “Don’t store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and 

rust destroy… Don’t worry about your life, what you will eat or drink, or about 

your body and what you will wear. Is not life more important than food and the 

body more important than clothes? Consider the birds of the air; they neither sow 

nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly father takes care of 

them…Your father in heaven knows what you need. Seek first his kingdom and his 

righteousness, and all these things shall be given to you as well.” 

         Yahweh worked so hard to free His people from Pharaoh’s Egypt and its 

production-driven system. It’s got to be heart breaking for God, especially during 

Advent, to see us choosing Pharaoh’s system all over His again, choosing a system 

of frantic restlessness and non-stop doing over one of balanced rest. Let’s make a 

different choice this Advent. Let’s make a Sabbath choice this Advent. Yahweh 

and his system of balance and rest is based on his deep love for and intimate 

knowledge of us. Slow down…we move too fast. Seek first the kingdom of God. If 

we don’t, we just might miss all the goodness, peace, and beauty that the God of 

the Sabbath commandment has in store for us this Advent season. Amen.  

 

           


