
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT IV. 
 
 
 

THOU SHALT REMEMBER THE SABBATH DAY TO KEEP IT HOLY. 
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THOU SHALT REMEMBER THE SABBATH DAY TO KEEP IT HOLY 
 
It is said that the Sabbath (or Shabbat) is at the heart of Jewish belief and is the symbol of the Jewish 
people’s covenant with God. As one Jewish source teaches, “The Jewish people shall keep the Sabbath 
and the Sabbath shall keep the Jewish people”.  In other words, as long as the Jewish people maintain 
the observance of Shabbat, they must be together to do it, and, in effect, Shabbat will reinforce and will 
help the Jew to constantly be thinking about his people and his faith.  The Shabbat is so important in 
Jewish tradition that it is the only holy day or holiday mentioned in the creation story and the Ten 
Commandments. 
 
The source of the word Shabbat comes from the Hebrew word “Shavat”, which means ceased, rested, 
and/or desisted.  Some traditionalists believe it refers to God ceasing to do His labors on the seventh 
day, and that the fourth commandment is an attempt to imitate God’s actions. 
 
The Sabbath commandment, though, seems to have more impact when we examine some other reasons 
for its existence in Jewish law and life.  The goal of this particular chapter is to . . .  

 
1. Give the basic philosophy behind the Shabbat both for Traditional and Modern Judaism. 
2. Attempt to bring an understanding of the history behind Shabbat. 
3. Put the traditional laws and observances of Shabbat into perspective. 
4. Give some questions and answers about the Shabbat in general.  

 
The Philosophy 
 
The Ten Commandments appears twice in the Torah.  First it is seen in Exodus (Ex. 20), and then again in 
Deuteronomy (Deut. 5). The reason why this is even mentioned in this book is simply because in the 
repetition when it comes to the fourth commandment, the Biblical authors change the words and the 
meaning.  In the fourth commandment of Exodus, the commandment’s begin “Remember the Sabbath 
day to keep it Holy”.  Yet the fourth commandment in Deuteronomy differs in two major ways from  
Exodus.  First, it says  “Observe the  Sabbath day and keep it Holy”.  Second, rather than referring to 
God’s resting on the Sabbath (or seventh day of creation), as a  model for  human  conduct,  it  talks of 
the Israelites’  exodus  from Egypt as the basis for observing the  Sabbath. The Jew in Deuteronomy is 
reminded. “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 observe the 
Sabbath Day”. 
 
By mentioning the slavery and the Exodus from Egypt, the Deuteronomy Shabbat is an attempt to remind 
the Jew that he must constantly avoid the evils of slavery.  This fourth commandment (rather than just 
a memory or creation or an attempt to imitate God) is an attempt to provide a physical stop to slavery 
at least one day a week.  The thought behind this is simply that the person who is enslaved on a 7-day-
a-week basis will never know what freedom is, nor will they strive to attain it.  But the slave who 
experiences freedom, even if it is only one day a week, will not realize what it is, but will attempt to gain 
the freedom as a constant in their lives.  That means the Torah understood that it was all too easy for 
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human beings to enslave themselves and each other to ideas, to work, to routine and the like.  The 
Shabbat was an attempt to provide a weekly counterforce. 
 
The History 
 
According to Jewish traditionalists, the reasons stated in the Torah are the Historical basis of Shabbat . . 
. namely, slavery and creation.  Scholars, though, aren’t sure of the true origin of Shabbat, so they give 
different opinions as to its source. 
Some of the scholars believe that Shabbat was borrowed from another culture where the Jews lived, but 
they are unsure as to which exact culture it was.  Some say it was originally taken from the Babylonians.  
The Babylonians believed that the seventh, fourteenth, twenty-first and twenty-eighth days (which were 
patterned after the four phases of the moon), were Days of Evil.  And, therefore, the leadership of the 
land was permitted to stop any work activity at those particular times.  They called that work stoppage 
“Sabatu”. 

There are other scholars who believe that the concept of Shabbat was taken from the Canaanites 
whose agricultural calendar was centered on a week of seven days. The Canaanites believed that the 
very number 7 (not the moon phases) was unlucky, and, therefore, any type of labor performed on days 
with multiples of seven was doomed to failure. To the Canaanite, the end of the week was a day when 
devils and demons were waiting to pounce. 

What the scholars do not explain though, is why the Jewish nature of Shabbat is not based on 
fear or bad luck, but just the opposite . . . freedom rather that fear of being trapped by demons.  Perhaps 
the ancient Hebrews were able to make the negative of Sabatu into a positive simply by the very nature 
of a “Day off”.  Or perhaps the tradition is right and the Jew had his own concept, and it was unique.  
 
Observance 
 
Most of the Sabbath rituals we know about today originated at the time of the Talmud.  The Jewish 
lawmakers wanted to protect the observance of the Shabbat, so they decided to formalize it by writing 
it down exactly as it has to be done on that particular day.  The Bible itself mentions 39 different types 
of labor that the Jew is forbidden to do on the Sabbath.  These 39 tasks are the labor that the priest 
performed in constructing the Tabernacle (Exodus 31), the Rabbi’s in the Talmud added more laws which 
were designed to prevent people from violating the original 39 . . . these laws were called “fences”. 
 For example, the Torah mentions that one of the tasks that the priests performed while building 
the tabernacle was writing.  Therefore, the Rabbi’s of the Talmud said that if Priests wrote during the 
construction of the Tabernacle, they must have had to stop writing in order to observe the Sabbath.  
Therefore, it is forbidden in Biblical Law to write on the Sabbath.  The Talmud then puts a “fence” around 
this prohibition by saying that in order to make sure that a person won’t write on the Sabbath, Jews are 
forbidden to carry writing implements on the Sabbath, in order that the individual Jew would not be 
tempted to write by just having a pen or pencil in his pocket. 
 The laws that the Talmud lists are the frameworks of Shabbat observance.  The Talmud has 
listings of what must be and what must not be done on the Sabbath from lighting candles, eating, 
praying, caring for sick people, childbirth, circumcision, travel, and even heating your home. 
 In the process of becoming a movement, the Reform movement determined that the laws 
specified in the Talmud were dated, antiquated, and lacked the very original meaning of the Shabbat.  
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These laws were not originally Shabbat laws but statements as to what work was.  Therefore, Reform 
Judaism is an attempt to go back to the origin of Shabbat as a day for rest and refreshment of the soul, 
disregarding the Rabbinic Laws and attempting to form a day of Shabbat that included Temple worship, 
rest, and study, which is what the Temple of today now tries to practice.  By teaching what the tradition 
tells us and by giving the individual Jew the choice of what to do on the Shabbat, and what would be 
most meaningful for them, the Reformers attempted to show the true meaning of freedom of which 
Shabbat symbolizes. 
 
Questions: 
 

1. What are two reasons given by tradition for why we celebrate Shabbat? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What is the difference between the Jewish Shabbat the Babylonian “Sabatu”? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. The Jewish tradition lists 39 different types of labor that should not be performed according to 
the Bible. How did the Ancient Rabbi’s determine which forms of labor to pick? 

 
 
 
 
 

4. Why did the ancients build “fences” around the Torah’s laws on Shabbat? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What are some changes Reform Jews made to observe the Shabbat? Why? 
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