
    
      Series Preface

      On a chilly January morning, two friends and I huddled around a coffee shop table to share life updates and prayer requests. One friend reflected on the previous year with frustration: “I feel like I didn’t accomplish anything.” The other friend and I, surprised by her assessment, rattled off a long list of worthwhile things she had done. But she persisted. It wasn’t that she truly believed she had accomplished nothing; it was that the things she had done weren’t the things she had hoped to do. Things she valued had been pushed aside by what seemed more urgent in the moment.

      I could say the same, and I bet you could too. As women living in a do-it-all culture, we tend to have a lot on our plates. We juggle work, husbands, children, aging parents, and friends. We manage households, serve in the church, and volunteer in the community. Year after year, many of our goals and good intentions get pushed to the back burner—especially when it comes to spiritual growth.

      We want to grow in relationship with the Lord. We want to know the Bible better, fight sin, and establish a consistent prayer life. But amid all the things we have to do, we often miss the one thing we really need. In Psalm 27:4 David said,

      One thing have I asked of the Lord,

      that will I seek after:

      that I may dwell in the house of the Lord

      all the days of my life,

      to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord

      and to inquire in his temple.

      As king, David surely had many things to do and many things he might have asked of God. But he knew that what he most needed was to dwell with the Lord. Similarly, Jesus explained to Martha in Luke 10:41–42 that she was “anxious and troubled about many things, but one thing is necessary.” What was the one thing? Sitting at his feet, listening to his teaching.

      As you consider your relationship with the Lord, are you more like David or Martha? Are you devoted or distracted? I suspect that many of us would admit that we identify with Martha’s distraction but also long for David’s devotion. So how can we grow in devotion to God in a world of endless distractions?

      We see from both David and Martha that a life devoted to the Lord won’t happen by accident. David resolved to seek after God’s presence. Jesus suggested that Martha needed to sit down and listen. You see, discipline helps us grow in devotion.

      In fact, throughout history Christians have used spiritual disciplines such as prayer, fasting, and Bible study to seek the Lord and grow in relationship with him. If the phrase “spiritual disciplines” sounds intimidating, don’t worry! It simply means practices that promote spiritual growth.1 And these practices can help you draw near to God whether you’re a new believer or have been walking with the Lord for decades.

      Perhaps the idea of cultivating a life of devotion to the Lord is new or confusing, and you don’t know where to start. You have faith in Christ, but you’re trying to figure out what it looks like to grow in relationship with him.

      Or maybe you’re going through the motions of spending time with God, but if you’re honest, he feels distant. You want the Holy Spirit to warm your affections for the things of God and restore the joy of your salvation.

      Or perhaps you have a vibrant relationship with the Lord, but you’d like to learn new ways to seek him. You’ve been wanting to try fasting or you’d like to learn about Sabbath rest.

      Whatever your situation, the Disciplines of Devotion series was written for you. Each booklet explores one thing—one practice to cultivate, one spiritual discipline to grow in—to help you draw near to the one true God. In each booklet, you’ll gain a biblical understanding of a particular discipline and why it’s worth cultivating. And you’ll explore three practical ways to get started.

      If you’d like to grow in these disciplines alongside other believers, we’ve included reflection questions to facilitate group discussion. Consider using this series in one-on-one discipleship, with a group of teens, in a neighborhood Bible study, or with a church small group. Also, Christians have a variety of perspectives on these disciplines, so
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      What Are the Blessings of Sabbath Rest?

      I’ve been practicing Sabbath rest since I was a child. For my younger self—a small human without work obligations—Sabbath rest was a long, happy day of seeing church friends, singing loud in worship, and eating tasty food. In later years, I began to appreciate being called to set aside my work—first schoolwork and later my employment and household tasks—to focus on Christ and receive his gifts. Over more than two thousand Sundays, I’ve worshiped with the church, memorized Scripture, feasted with God’s people, ministered to the saints, and wrestled with the Lord in prayer.

      By now, setting apart one day each week to worship and enjoy the Lord is a habit. No other practice has been better for my soul.

      The Sabbath may be a day of rest, but it doesn’t come easily. When we try it, we quickly realize we live in a world that isn’t oriented toward rest—or toward the God who gives rest. Particularly in contemporary America, with its expectations of constant availability, we work more and rest less than we ever have.1 What’s more, in any age, our hearts prefer to tackle the demands in front of our faces rather than seek the Lord in the invisible places (Matt. 6:31–32). It’s often easier to start another load of laundry than to sit down and pray.

      In his book Rest, researcher Alex Soojung-Kim Pang writes, “Rest doesn’t just magically appear when we need it, especially in today’s busy world. Taking rest seriously requires recognizing its importance . . . and carving out and defending space for rest in our daily lives.”2 It’s not effortless to rest, but when we make it a priority, Pang observes, we have the space to consider our lives and reorient ourselves to what’s important.3

      Believers can appreciate that Pang is onto something. We need to take rest seriously. The Sabbath is the pattern God established from Genesis to Revelation, so we ought to recognize this pattern and defend it in our lives. The Lord invites us to set aside ordinary things and experience the blessing of spiritual things. Let’s consider five ways Sabbath rest reorients us toward what matters most.

      Sabbath Rest Reorients Our Time

      As tempting as it might be to believe that we’re masters of our time, carefully manipulating a complex puzzle of Google calendar entries, we aren’t. God is the one who created time, who set us in it and bound us by it, and God is the one who rightfully directs us how to use it. When we submit to his pattern of six days for work and one for worship, we acknowledge that God is the Lord of time.

      The disruption of Sabbath rest is a chance to remember that even our schedules are under the Lord’s authority. Once a week, the Lord breaks into our routines and reminds us that our appointments and plans are not ultimate, nor are they prioritized according to our desires. When the first day of every week belongs wholly to him, it reorients every minute of every day that follows.4

      Sabbath Rest Reorients Our Work

      I love a to-do list. In fact, I’ve been known to complete a task and then add it to my to-do list merely for the pleasure of crossing it off immediately. I measure the success of each day by how many items have a dark slash through them. Phone meeting? Done. Pick up prescriptions? Done. Order groceries? Done. Submit project? Done. Satisfied by my labors, I go to bed happy.

      Except on Sundays. On Sunday nights, I have to reckon with the fact that I accomplished very little. I didn’t clock in to my job or run any errands. I have less money in my bank account, having left some in the offering plate. I’ve completed no assignments that I can cross off my list and congratulate myself with. But guess what? I had food in my stomach and breath in my lungs; the sun continued to shine, and the earth continued to turn. I did nothing, and the Lord did everything.

      We’re often tempted to think our effort is what keeps us afloat, but Sabbath rest reminds us that it’s the Lord who gives us daily bread, who provides our clothing, and who supplies a place for us to live (Matt. 6:11, 25–30). Even more importantly, Sabbath rest reminds us that we don’t secure any spiritual blessing by our own hands—including our salvation (Heb. 4:1–13). On the cross, Christ did everything, and we did nothing. We begin every week not with labor but with rest, remembering that Christ has already worked for us.

      Sabbath Rest Reorients Our Allegiances

      Most of us interact with hundreds of people in a given week. We exchange smiles with the mail carrier and texts with a best friend from elementary school. We spend time with classmates, coworkers, neighbors, family members, and acquaintances at the gym. Sabbath rest, however, clarifies whom we are most significantly connected to: the members of Christ’s family.

      Throughout the week, we make time in our schedules for people who matter to us, but on the Lord’s Day, God makes time in our schedules for the people who matter to him. When we gather with the church, we gather with those for whom Christ died. They may not be the people we’d choose for ourselves, but they’re the people God has chosen for us. They’re the people Scripture calls us to love (John 13:34), greet (Rom. 16:16), know (3 John 15), pray for (James 5:16), serve (Gal. 5:13), forgive (Col. 3:13), and show hospitality toward (Rom. 12:13). Like me, you probably struggle to do these things in your busy week, but on one whole day, we have the opportunity to live out our commitment to God’s people in the church.

      Sabbath Rest Reorients Our Priorities

      I live in the most secular metropolitan area in America.5 On Sunday morning, I pass neighbors who are mowing their lawns or are on their morning run. Some of them are loading up their cars with chairs and umbrellas for the beach; others are organizing supplies for a home-improvement project. I’ve never seen my neighbors headed to church. Their Sunday practices testify to what’s important to them: a nice home, a healthy body, time with family. There’s nothing wrong with any of those things, but none of them are the most important thing.

      Puritan pastor David Clarkson wrote, “The most wonderful things that are now done on earth are wrought in the public ordinances, though the commonness and spiritualness of them makes them seem less wonderful.”6 In other words, what goes on in your church on Sunday may not look like much, but it’s the most significant thing happening anywhere in the world. When God’s people gather for worship, the Lord promises his presence (Matt. 18:20), proclaims his word (1 Thess. 2:13), receives our prayers and praises (Rev. 5:8), makes us holy (Eph. 5:25–27), converts sinners (Rom. 10:14), and seals us to himself in baptism and the Lord’s Supper (Rom. 6:4; 1 Cor. 11:24). Seen through the lens of Scripture, church worship is the pinnacle of every week. Truly, “a day in [the Lord’s] courts is better than a thousand elsewhere” (Ps. 84:10).

      Without the discipline of Sabbath rest, we can easily take cues from our unbelieving neighbors and squander the day at the soccer field or in front of a screen. The Sabbath, however, invites us to fully engage in the “one thing [that] is necessary” (Luke 10:42): joining Jesus’s disciples and sitting at his feet in worship.

      Sabbath Rest Reorients Our Pilgrimage

      For several years, I used a planner that had space every month and again every quarter to list big-picture goals for the upcoming weeks. Without those prompts, one day’s to-do list rolled into the next. The blank pages functioned as opportunities to stop and consider where I’d been and where I was headed. Similarly, Sabbath rest is a regular nudge for Christian pilgrims: Stop here and orient yourself. Reflect on your journey. Set your heart on your goal.

      One day a week, we have a chance to take stock of where we’ve been. Where have I experienced the Spirit’s work? Where have I seen answered prayer? Where have I stumbled into Satan’s traps? Where have I grown in grace? Although we can (and should!) ask these questions as we go through the week, Sabbath rest frees us to step back and consider the big picture. Like Samuel’s Ebenezer stone, it prompts us to remember: “Thus far the Lord has helped us” (1 Sam. 7:12 NKJV).

      Then, it turns our hearts toward the future. God created us for a greater end than endlessly repeating monotonous tasks. Our earthly work is under a limited contract, and the pause of Sabbath rest reorients us toward that final day when we will rest from all our labors (Rev. 14:13). Weekly, we stop to consider where we’ve been, and then, refreshed, we again set out toward that holy city where Christ is.

      Reflection Questions

      1.  Consider the five ways Sabbath rest reorients us. Which of these especially highlights a need in your life?

      2.  Read Exodus 20:8–11. Which parts of this command require us to refrain from doing something? Which parts of this command require us to do something? Are you more likely to think of practicing rest as refraining from something or as actively doing something? Why are both aspects of Sabbath rest important?
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