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1. The Israelites and the Sabbath-Rest 

The Hebrew word for Sabbath is “sabat” and seems to mean to stop, to cease, or to 
keep. The theological meaning of a Sabbath-rest is rooted in God's rest following the six 
days of creation, (Genesis 2:2-3). The noun form is used primarily to denote the seventh 
day of the week, though it may occasionally refer to the Sabbath week at the end of 
every seven Sabbaths or fifty days, (Leviticus 23:15-16), or the Sabbath year in which 
the land was to be at complete rest, (Leviticus 25:1-7). Sabbath days also occur before, 
during and after appointed feast days, (Leviticus 23). 

The fourth of the Ten Commandments given to the Israelites in the desert was meant to 
guide their conduct as they moved toward, and lived in, the promise land. It was given 
to fallen man—that is why it contains a “you shall not.” Man was not to work, but to rest. 
Externally, that meant ceasing from his ordinary tasks in order to meet with God in 
sacred assembly. Internally, it involved ceasing from all self-sufficiency in order to rest 
in God’s grace. 

In the Old Testament the observance of the Sabbath is central to Jewish life. Its 
importance rests ultimately on its symbolic representation of the order of creation. For 
according to the Genesis narrative, God himself rested on the seventh day, thus making 
it sacred, (Genesis 2:1-2). In Exodus 31 the Israelites were commanded to observe the 
Sabbath: 1) The Sabbath is holy to them; 2) The Sabbath is holy to God; 3) The 
Sabbath is a lasting covenant to be celebrated for the generations to come; 4) The 
Sabbath is a sign between the Israelites and God forever. Also, profaning the Sabbath 
resulted in the death penalty, (Exodus 31:14; 35:2; Numbers 15:32). 

Exodus 20:8-11 makes a clear connection between the Sabbath day and the seventh 
day on which God the Creator rested. Sabbath observance therefore involves the 
affirmation that God is Creator and Sustainer of the world. In ceasing from labor one is 
reminded of one's true status as a dependent being, of the God who cares for and 
sustains all his creatures, and of the world as a reality belonging ultimately to God. 

The Sabbath is also an affirmation of Israel's identity. In the Exodus narrative it states, 
"Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the Lord your God brought you out 
of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the Lord your God has 
commanded you to observe the Sabbath day." Israel's keeping of the Sabbath was a 
reminder of her very identity as a people liberated from slavery to the Egyptians and for 
a special role in human salvation. The covenant relationship speaks of Israel's 
sanctification, and by keeping the Sabbath holy Israel is reminded continually that the 
God who sanctified the seventh day also sanctifies her. 

In the prophets, observance of the Sabbath becomes the touchstone for Israel's 
obedience to its covenant with God. The future of Jerusalem depends on faithful 
Sabbath keeping, (Jeremiah 17:24-27). One's personal well-being is also at stake, 
(Isaiah 56:2-7). Those who honor the day will find joy, riding on the heights of the earth 
and being fed with the heritage of Jacob, (Isaiah 58:14). 
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2. Sabbath-Rest in the Early Church 

Among the several references to the Sabbath in the book of  Acts, (1:12; 13:14-44; 
15:21; 17:2; 18:4; 20:7) there is little evidence to suggest that the earliest Christian 
communities deviated from the traditional Sabbath observed on the seventh day. There 
is a lone Scripture reference to a gathering "on the first day of the week,” (20:7) to break 
bread and listen to Paul speak because he intended to leave the next day. Another 
term, “on the Lord’s day,” when John had a vision, is used in Revelation 1:10. Much 
debate remains over the meaning of this term “Lord’s Day” and whether it refers to the 
Sabbath, or to the first day, or some other day.  

During the second and third centuries there became movements in Alexandria and 
Rome to move away from the customs of the Jews. Certainly by the time of 
Constantine, in the early 4th century, and establishment of the Roman Catholic Church, 
the term “The Lord’s Day” traditionally came to be associated with the first day of the 
week. The reliability of this tradition is uncertain considering the growing movement of 
the time to disassociate itself with anything Jewish. Much of modern Christianity today 
follows the latter model of this term. However, many associate the term with its Jewish 
understanding as the seventh day Sabbath whether they meet on that day or another 
day. 

Jesus, during his controversy with the Jews over the understanding of the Sabbath, said 
that he is “Lord of the Sabbath,” (Matthew 12:28). An argument could be made that the 
Sabbath is his day –the Lord’s Day.  

In Paul’s letters he shows concern for certain restrictions placed on his Gentile converts 
(Romans 14:5; Galatians 4:10 ; Colossians 2:16), among them Sabbath-keeping. He 
taught not to let such things become a basis for judging fellow believers. Paul seems, 
especially in Romans 14:5, to refer to Sabbath keeping, to support one's freedom either 
to observe or not observe the Jewish Sabbath. This interpretation is not unanimously 
accepted today, although Paul evidently continued to observe it for himself (Acts 17:2). 
In light of this, two things should be kept in mind regarding the Sabbath day: 1. The 
Jews are still under the “everlasting” covenant of the seventh day Sabbath for the 
reasons we discussed earlier, (Exodus 31). 2. Although we are free to worship and 
gather on any day --the first day or any other day has not replaced the seventh day as 
the “everlasting” Sabbath that God initiated with the Israelites.  

3. Promise of a Sabbath-Rest Still Remains 

The book of Hebrews describes and anticipates an eschatological "sabbath rest" 
(sabbatismos) that remains for the people of God. The term sabbatismos appears 
nowhere else in the New Testament, and may be the writer's own creation to indicate 
the superiority of the coming rest to that of the seventh day, (Hebrews 4:1-11). This 
passage of Hebrews reminds the reader that the promise of entering God’s rest still 
remains. It is still available –the door is still open. However, the door appears to be a 
narrow door. The author of Hebrews urges his readers to press on and attain the goal of 
a Sabbath-rest. It is not reached automatically and there appears that a person could 
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miss it, just as the generation of Israelites in the desert had missed their destination of 
rest in the promise land.  

The passage states that “we also have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did; 
but the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not 
combine it with faith, (c.f. Exodus 19:3-6; 23:20-33). Now we who have believed enter 
that rest.” Although God’s work has been finished since the creation of the world, and 
on the seventh day God rested, those who do not believe will not enter into his rest. 

God also looked to the future and set a certain day called “Today” when those who do 
not harden their hearts toward God will enter into a Sabbath-rest. Those who enter into 
that rest will rest from their own work just as God did from his. The divine Sabbath 
began from the moment when creation’s work came to an end and is going on to this 
present time. This rest which is still reserved for the people of God is properly called a 
“Sabbath rest” –a sabbatismos or “sabbath keeping.” It is their participation in God’s 
own rest. 

A Sabbath rest awaits them although they do not fully enjoy it in their present mortal life, 
although it belongs to them as a heritage. Hebrews chapter 11 gives us an abundance 
of examples. In that chapter we have reference to the eternal homeland which is the 
heritage for the believers –the city God has prepared for them. “The city which has the 
foundations, whose builder and maker is God,” (Hebrews 11:16). Of this city, the people 
of God are already citizens, although the full exercise of their privileges are reserved for 
the future. This is to be understood as a blissful rest in unbroken fellowship with God.  
This is the goal in which God’s people are urged to press forward. This is the final 
perfection which has been prepared for them by the sacrifice of their heavenly high 
priest, (also see Ezra 8:52).  

4. Sabbath-Rest in Christ 

The various elements of the Sabbath symbolized the coming of the Messiah, who would 
provide a permanent rest for his people. With the establishment of the Old Testament 
Law, the Jews were constantly "laboring" to gain acceptability before God. Their labors 
included trying to obey a myriad of dos and don’ts of the ceremonial law, the Temple 
law, the civil law, dietary law, etc. Of course they couldn’t possibly keep all those laws, 
so God provided an array of sin offerings and sacrifices, Sabbaths and other holy days 
so they could come to him for forgiveness and restore fellowship with him. God’s 
provision was only a temporary provision, until there was justification through Christ and 
the fulfillment of all things. Jesus said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and 
burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy 
and my burden is light,” (Matthew. 11:28-30). Thus we are to “strive to enter that rest” 
(Hebrews 4:11). It could also be said that Christ is the fulfillment of the Sabbath-rest. He 
is the reality to which the Sabbath points to. More directly said --Christ is the Sabbath-
rest. 

Hebrews 10:1-4 states that the law is only a shadow of the good things that are 
coming—not the realities themselves. Just a God rested after creation, Christ rested 
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after his ultimate sacrifice. He sat down and rested—ceasing from his labor of 
atonement because there was nothing more to be done --ever. Because of what He did, 
we no longer have to "labor" in law-keeping in order to be justified in the sight of God. 
Jesus was sent so that we might rest in God and in what he has provided. The writer 
states, “For by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made 
holy,” (Hebrew 10:12-14). 

Another element of the Sabbath day rest which God instituted as a foreshadowing of 
our complete rest in Christ is that He blessed it, sanctified it, and made it holy. Here 
again we see the symbol of Christ as our Sabbath rest—the holy, perfect Son of God 
who sanctifies and makes holy all who believe in Him. God sanctified Christ, just as He 
sanctified the Sabbath day, and sent Him into the world (John 10:36) to be our sacrifice 
for sin. In Him we find complete rest from the labors of our self-effort, because He alone 
is holy and righteous. Once again we are at peace with God and enjoy his own rest that 
he enjoys. "God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God," (2 Corinthians 5:21). We can now cease from our 
spiritual labors and rest in Him. 

Now, we can enjoy his rest as we turn to God through Christ, moving forward to a day 
when this Sabbath keeping will be our eternal state. As we travel toward God’s glorious 
home, let us remember the Sabbath and all that it means. Also we would be wise to set 
aside time to meet with God as well as with others of like mind. Let us meet with God 
and others to remember God’s goodness in creation, in deliverance, in salvation, in the 
promise of the resurrection, in looking forward to dwelling in God’s Sabbath-rest forever 
--that he prepared for us before the foundation of the world. The last invitation of the 
Scriptures is an invitation to Sabbath-rest, “The Spirit and the bride say, “Come!” And let 
the one who hears say, “Come!” Let the one who is thirsty come; and let the one who 
wishes take the free gift of the water of life,” (Revelation 22:17). 


