
The Freedom of the Sabbath: No Longer Slaves 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15  
 
Opening: Today is Juneteenth Day; a national Holiday. This holiday dates back to 1865, it was on June 19th that the Union 
soldiers, led by Major General Gordon Granger came to Galveston, Texas with news that the war had ended and that the 
enslaved were now free. Note that this was two and a half years after President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, 
which had become official law January 1, 1863. Order 3: "The people of Texas are informed that in accordance with a 
Proclamation from the Executive of the United States, all slaves are free. This involves an absolute equality of rights and 
rights of property between former masters and slaves, and the connection heretofore existing between them becomes that 
between employer and free laborer." These people were free but did not know it. But do you know what the former 
slaves did when they were told they were free? They all celebrated and rejoiced but some left their old masters forever 
and many stuck around to live with their old masters, still being treated harshly even though they were free.  
Context: Israel is on the edge of the Jordan River, a stone’s throw from the Promised Land. It had been forty years since 
God gave His 10 words at Mt. Sinai. A few things went wrong, and God’s people wandered for 40 years in the wilderness. 
As a result, everyone over the age the twenty that left with Moses from Egypt is dead and the next generation is all that 
is left. The book of Deuteronomy is the second giving of the law; a refresher course for the people who were too young 
or not yet born when Moses gave it the first time. Moses reminds them of what God did to bring them where they were 
and what God was calling them to be in the promised land. In Moses’ second giving of the Sabbath command, he calls us 
and them to resist our old identity and rest in our new identity.  
 
I. Resisting your Old Identity  

• VS. 12-13: Observe the Sabbath: as Moses gives the 10 words to be next generation, he changes a couple of things. 
In Exodus, the command begins with “remember” but here it is “observe.” Shamar: means to keep or watch; to 
celebrate and obey. Observe the speed limit: not just that you acknowledge or see it but obey it and follow it.  

• They were to observe the Sabbath as a weekly Holiday: like Christmas or Easter: it was to be a special day; something 
that they looked forward to, they geared up for, planned out in advance and made special in their lives and family. It 
was to be a once-a-week celebration of all that is good in God’s world and all the goodness of God. 

• VS. 14: The command is for God’s people to get a rest, their animals, and their slaves to get a rest: you get a day, 
and they get a day: this was a type of biblical justice for all people made in the image of God. They were to give their 
people a day off. They were to make sure everyone got a day including the animals.  

• VS. 15: Remember that you are NO LONGER SLAVES: The second change Moses makes is that he does not ground the 
command in creation but in their deliverance from Pharaoh and the evil empire of Egypt. At the foot of Mt. Sinai as 
Moses gave this commandment, everyone knew they had been delivered from bondage in Egypt; they still smelled 
like it. They were newly released slaves who were learning how to live in their new freedom.  

• The Deuteronomy generation was the first generation to grow up in freedom:  their parents, grand-parents, and 
great-grand parents. They have a very faint memory of what it was like if at all. Their forefathers were slaves to an evil 
empire that had been cruel and devoured them one brick, one pyramid and one building at a time.  

• Story of Oppression from Exodus 5: Pharoah said: Get back to your burdens. You shall no longer give the people straw 
to make bricks. You shall by no means reduce the number of bricks, they are lazy. Let heavier work be laid on the men. 
Complete your work, your daily task each day must be the same. Make bricks. You are idle, you are idle. No matter 
how hard the people worked it was never enough. They always had a quota to make or die.  

• Forty years later, as the people stood at the precipice of the promised land, it was easy for them to forget that they 
were salves and what God had done for them to get them where they were. This is why all throughout the book of 
Deuteronomy, Moses calls the people to “remember” (24x) and “do not forget.” Why? God knew that it would not 
take long for the people to forget Him after a few years of prosperity and security. Humans are prone to amnesia.  

• Don’t go back to Egypt: WARNING: Egypt is a metaphor for sin and slavery: Even though the people were free from 
the oppression of Pharoah and Egypt, there was a fear that they could either become the oppressor or go back under 
the oppression to a different kind of Pharoah. Israel needed to be weekly reminded that this is not who they are.  

• There is a tendency for those who are free to put themselves back into the bondage: as slaves in Egypt, the people 
worked all day, every day, until they died. We have tendency to put ourselves under the same kind of bondage to a 
different kind of master, because we are still holding onto our old identity of slave.  

• The new Egypt is the incessant cry of “MORE” and finding our identity in what we do or have done: JMC: Egypt, like 
every empire since, was an economic system built on the backs of the oppressed. To get to the lavish, opulent luxury 



of pharaoh, you need cheap labor. You need slaves grinding their bodies into the ground until there’s nothing left but 
ash and dust. And Egypt, is alive and well. We live in a culture of more. A culture gaping, unquenchable lust. For 
everything. Lust for more food, more drink, more clothes, more devices, more apps, more things, more square footage, 
more experiences, more stamps on passports, more.  

• The new Egypt requires that we become both the oppressors and the oppressed: to get more, we have to do more. 
More is more. We then use people to get more and then we get used so that we have more. We voluntarily put 
ourselves under slavery to meet the unrealistic expectations of our society.  

• Side Note: We see this in almost every area of our lives, even in the church. If we do not continue to be a 24/7 church 
with every program, every option of service times, every style of worship then we will fall behind and die. But we can 
not be all things to all people because we will not be able to stay on mission.  

• Derek Thomas, Atlantic article, “Workism is making Americans Miserable”: The economists of the early 20th century 
failed to anticipate that for the college-educated elite, work would morph into a kind of religion, promising identity, 
transcendence, and community. Call it Workism: the belief that work is not only necessary to economic production, but 
also the centerpiece of one’s identity and life’s purpose; and the belief that any policy to promote human welfare must 
always encourage more work. (Think about what we ask people when we first meet them… what do you do?) 

• We have allowed work, politics, money, athletics (for kids), fitness, social media, and stuff be what gives us our 
identity. We don’t feel like we can say no or take a break or stop doing things because these things are our masters; 
they are demanding more and more of us. They tell us what we need, what we have to do and what to get. 

• The Sabbath principle calls us to resist the cultural pull to oppress others and be oppressed: One scholar said that 
Sabbath was an “act of resistance” against Pharoah and the evil empire. It is an insurgency and insurrection against 
the materialism, consumerism, and hedonism of our day. It is saying, “No, to the man!” It is a line in the sand.  

• JMC: The Sabbath tells a subversive story to the empire, be it Egypt, Babylon, Nazi Germany or our own. A story that 
says, “No matter what other people do to us, we are image bearers of God, we are not slaves or sub-human. We are 
who we are loved by, and we were created for a rhythm of work and rest.  

II. Resting in Your New Identity 

• VS. 15b: The Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day: Sabbath was a weekly reminder of Israel’s 
true identity: it reminded not only themselves but the watching world that they were not the same as everyone else 
in culture. The Sabbath command is what separated God’s people from the nations: the gods of Egypt and Canaan 
required labor without rest, ceaseless offerings to secure their favor. But YHWH gives a command to cease and 
distinguishes Himself from the pagan deities of the surrounding nations.  

• Keller: The Sabbath legislation was unique among world cultures at the time. It limited work, profit taking, exploitation, 
and economic production in general. Every seventh day no work could be done in the fields, and every seventh year the 
field was to remain fallow and not be cultivated at all. This surely meant that in the short run Israel was less 
economically productive and prosperous than its neighbors. But it was a land of free people. In the long run, of course, 
a deeply rested people are far more productive. Ultimately, the Sabbath was an act of trust.   

• Sabbath is a declaration of Freedom. You are not a slave to anyone’s expectations or your own insecurities. Only free 
people are free to rest or take a break: slaves can’t rest; they have to work. Slaves don’t get a day off or a Sabbath. 
We must remind ourselves of this truth or we will feel guilty when we take time off or we will go with culture.  

• It is easier to acclimate and assimilate to the host culture than to go against the current of the culture: Tampa Bay 
Rays players come under attack because they refused to participate in the Pride night: Jason Adam, “A lot of it comes 
down to faith, to like a faith-based decision. So, it’s a hard decision. Because ultimate we all said what we want is them 
to know that all are welcome and loved here. But when we put it on our bodies, I think a lot of guys decided that it’s 
just a lifestyle- not to look down on anybody or think differently- it’s just that maybe we don’t want to encourage it if 
we believe in Jesus, who’s encouraged us to live a lifestyle that would abstain from that behavior, just like Jesus 
encourages me as a heterosexual male to abstain from sex outside the confines of marriage. It’s no different.” 

• Those players took their stand because they rested in their true identity in Jesus, not in what they do: when we do 
not go with the flow of culture, the only way we can do that is if we are rooted and grounded in Jesus. We must rest 
in who He says we are and how much He loves us; because Jesus is enough, I am enough.  

• AJ Swoboda: Sabbath is a scheduled reminder that we are not what we do; rather, we are who we are loved by. 
Sabbath and the gospel scream the same thing; we do not work to get to place where we finally get to breath and rest; 
that is slavery. Rather, we rest and breathe and enjoy God that we might enter into rest. 



• VS. 15: The Lord brought you OUT: God wanted Israel to rest in the Promised Land: to remember Him and remind 
themselves of their deliverance by Him: The Sabbath day was a reenactment of their emancipation from slavery. They 
needed to remind themselves daily and weekly of what God has done for them and what He has prepared for them.  

• They were to trust and obey and God would give them complete rest in the land from their enemies: the problem 
is that Israel failed to do what God told them to do. They failed to trust God. They didn’t keep the Sabbath but profaned 
them. (Ezekiel 20:16-21) They instead fell prey to their old identity and suffered because of it 

• Gavin Ortlund: If you struggle to take Sabbath rest, it may be a gospel issue. Finding your identity in your work, or 
being a people-pleaser, or using busyness to distract you from unhappiness. So much overwork is driven by self-
justification efforts: we need to accomplish more and more because we’re failing to apply to our hearts what Christ 
has already accomplished for us. So, the most important thing to do during Sabbath rest is to refresh your heart with 
fellowship with God, and to enjoy your status as his beloved child because of what Jesus has done. 

 
Application: Today is Father’s Day. I am thankful for good dads. I am also thankful for those who are adoptive and foster 
dads. There is no greater picture the love of God than adoption.  
 
Imagine an infant boy is taken into the foster care system and is placed into a home where he is abused. The boy spends 
the first five years of his life there and his foster parents never tell him they love him, makes fun of him, is mean to him 
and hits him. The little boy does not have a bed but sleeps on the floor and never gets any new toys and barely gets any 
food. When he goes to school, he has to borrow food from his friends from lunch and put it in his pockets so he can have 
something to eat at home.  
 
Then one day, DCF takes the child away and brings him to a good family that loves him, speaks life to him, gives him a nice 
room with a bed and a lot of toys and great food. Then one night, the father comes into the boys room and the little boy 
is sleeping on the floor. The father says, “You don’t have to sleep on the floor anymore; you can sleep in the bed. That was 
your old family. This is a new family. You’re loved and cherished here.  
 
Sometimes the father comes home, and the little boy is hiding in the closet scared. The dad says, “You don’t have to do 
that anymore either. I’ll never hurt you. I love you.” One night at dinner, the dad sees the little boy taking food and putting 
it in his pockets. The dad says, “You don’t have to do that anymore. I’ll never let you go hungry. This is your new family.”  
 
This is the story of every Christian. Sin has damaged us so that we live in a sense of fear and under the threat of the past. 
But in Christ, we are a part of a new family with a new identity. We are not under the bondage and condemnation of the 
past. We don’t have to live in fear that if we don’t work hard enough that we will never be enough.  
 
We can rest in our new identity. We can sleep every night in assurance that goodness and mercy shall follow us all the 
days of our lives. That God did not spare His own Son for us so He will freely with Him graciously give us all things.  
 
Are you washed in the Blood: Are you walking daily by the Savior’s side? Are you washed in the Blood of the Lamb? Do 
you rest each moment in the Crucified? Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?  
 


